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T h e  E m p i r e  B e c o m e s  C h r i s t i a n
I t  w a s  d u r i n g  t h e  P a x  R o m a n a ,  t h e  e r a  o f  “ R o m a n  P e a c e , ”
w h e n  C h r i s t i a n i t y  b e g a n  t o  s p r e a d .  B u t  i t s  s t o r y  i n  R o m e
i s  s o  i m p o r t a n t  t h a t  i t  d e s e r v e s  a  c l o s e r  l o o k .  T h e  c i t y ’ s
t r a n s i t i o n  f r o m  a  p a g a n  e m p i r e  t o  t h e  s p i r i t u a l  h e a r t  o f
C h r i s t e n d o m  i s  o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t  i n c r e d i b l e
t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s  i n  h i s t o r y .  W h e n  y o u  v i s i t  R o m e ' s
c h u r c h e s  a n d  h o l y  s i t e s ,  y o u ' r e  n o t  j u s t  l o o k i n g  a t  o l d
b u i l d i n g s ;  y o u ' r e  t r a c i n g  t h e  f o o t s t e p s  o f  i t s  e a r l i e s t
b e l i e v e r s  w h o  c a m e  h e r e  i n  a  t i m e  o f  g r e a t  d a n g e r .

T h e  f i r s t  C h r i s t i a n s  i n  R o m e  w e r e  a  s m a l l ,  o f t e n
p e r s e c u t e d  g r o u p .  T h e y  m e t  i n  s e c r e t ,  o f t e n  i n  p e o p l e ' s
h o m e s  i n  t h e  n e i g h b o r h o o d  o f  T r a s t e v e r e ,  w h i c h  t o d a y  i s
s t i l l  k n o w n  f o r  i t s  n a r r o w ,  w i n d i n g  s t r e e t s  a n d  h i s t o r i c
c h a r m .  T h i s  i s  c o n s i d e r e d  o n e  o f  t h e  e a r l i e s t  C h r i s t i a n
c o m m u n i t i e s  i n  t h e  c i t y ,  a  q u i e t  b e g i n n i n g  f o r  w h a t
w o u l d  b e c o m e  a  g l o b a l  m o v e m e n t .

T w o  o f  t h e  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  f i g u r e s  i n  t h i s  s t o r y  a r e  t h e
a p o s t l e s  P e t e r  a n d  P a u l .  Y o u  c a n  f i n d  t h e i r  i n f l u e n c e
e v e r y w h e r e  i n  R o m e .

S t .  P e t e r :  T h e  R o c k  o f  t h e  C h u r c h
P e t e r  c a m e  t o  R o m e  t o  s p r e a d  t h e  m e s s a g e  o f  J e s u s .  H e
l i v e d  a n d  p r e a c h e d  i n  t h e  c i t y  f o r  m a n y  y e a r s ,  l a y i n g  t h e
f o u n d a t i o n  f o r  t h e  R o m a n  C h u r c h .  H i s  j o u r n e y  a n d  h i s
e v e n t u a l  d e a t h  a r e  m a r k e d  b y  s e v e r a l  s i g n i f i c a n t  s i t e s .
H e  w a s  m a r t y r e d  d u r i n g  t h e  r e i g n  o f  E m p e r o r  N e r o ,
l i k e l y  i n  t h e  a r e a  o f  N e r o ' s  C i r c u s .  T h e  C i r c u s  i t s e l f  i s  n o
l o n g e r  t h e r e ,  b u t  i t s  s p o t  i s  w h e r e  t h e  m a g n i f i c e n t  S t .
P e t e r ' s  B a s i l i c a  s t a n d s  t o d a y .  T h e  a l t a r  o f  t h e  b a s i l i c a  i s
d i r e c t l y  o v e r  t h e  s i t e  o f  h i s  b u r i a l .  A n o t h e r  p o w e r f u l
l a n d m a r k  i s  t h e  C h u r c h  o f  D o m i n e  Q u o  V a d i s .  T h e  n a m e
m e a n s  " L o r d ,  w h e r e  a r e  y o u  g o i n g ? "  a n d  i t ’ s  s a i d  t o  b e
t h e  p l a c e  w h e r e  P e t e r ,  w h i l e  f l e e i n g  p e r s e c u t i o n ,  h a d  a
v i s i o n  o f  J e s u s ,  w h i c h  c o n v i n c e d  h i m  t o  t u r n  b a c k  a n d
f a c e  h i s  m a r t y r d o m  i n  R o m e .

S t .  P a u l :  T h e  A p o s t l e  t o  t h e  G e n t i l e s
P a u l  a l s o  c a m e  t o  R o m e ,  b u t  a s  a  p r i s o n e r .  H i s  l e t t e r s  t o
t h e  e a r l y  C h r i s t i a n  c o m m u n i t i e s ,  i n c l u d i n g  h i s  f a m o u s
l e t t e r  t o  t h e  R o m a n s ,  w e r e  a  m a j o r  i n f l u e n c e  o n  t h e
r e l i g i o n ' s  d e v e l o p m e n t .  W h i l e  i m p r i s o n e d  i n  R o m e ,  h e
w a s  u n d e r  h o u s e  a r r e s t ,  b u t  h e  w a s  s t i l l  a b l e  t o  p r e a c h .
H i s  f i n a l  r e s t i n g  p l a c e  i s  a t  t h e  m a g n i f i c e n t  B a s i l i c a  o f
S a i n t  P a u l  O u t s i d e  t h e  W a l l s ,  o n e  o f  R o m e ' s  m o s t
i m p o r t a n t  c h u r c h e s .  T h e  b a s i l i c a  i s  b u i l t  o v e r  h i s  t o m b
a n d  i s  a  t r u l y  b r e a t h t a k i n g  s i g h t .  
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R e l i c s  t h r o u g h o u t  R o m e
I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  t h e  m a i n  b a s i l i c a s ,  R o m e  i s  h o m e  t o
c o u n t l e s s  r e l i c s  a n d  s i t e s  t h a t  c o n n e c t  t r a v e l e r s  d i r e c t l y
t o  b i b l i c a l  f i g u r e s .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  t h e  C h u r c h  o f  S t .  J o h n
L a t e r a n ,  t h e  P o p e ' s  o f f i c i a l  c a t h e d r a l ,  h o l d s  t h e  r e l i c s  o f
t h e  h e a d s  o f  S t .  P e t e r  a n d  S t .  P a u l .  A n o t h e r  t r u l y  u n i q u e
s i t e  i s  t h e  S c a l a  S a n c t a ,  o r  " H o l y  S t a i r s . "  T h i s  i s  a  s e t  o f
2 8  m a r b l e  s t e p s  t h a t  w a s  a  p a r t  o f  P o n t i u s  P i l a t e ' s
p a l a c e  i n  J e r u s a l e m ,  w h i c h  J e s u s  h i m s e l f  c l i m b e d  o n  h i s
w a y  t o  t r i a l .  T h e y  w e r e  b r o u g h t  t o  R o m e  b y  S t .  H e l e n a
i n  t h e  4 t h  c e n t u r y .  P i l g r i m s  t o d a y  a s c e n d  t h e m  o n  t h e i r
k n e e s  a s  a n  a c t  o f  d e v o t i o n ,  a  p o w e r f u l  r e m i n d e r  o f  t h e
p a s s i o n  o f  C h r i s t .  T h e  c i t y  i s  f u l l  o f  t h e s e  h i d d e n
t r e a s u r e s ,  a n d  f o r  a  t r a v e l e r  w h o  k n o w s  w h a t  t h e y ' r e
l o o k i n g  f o r ,  t h e y  o f f e r  a  d i r e c t ,  t a n g i b l e  l i n k  t o  t h e
e a r l i e s t  d a y s  o f  C h r i s t i a n i t y .

T r a n s f o r m a t i o n  o f  R o m e
U l t i m a t e l y ,  t h e  s t o r y  o f  C h r i s t i a n  R o m e  i s  a  s t o r y  o f
p r o f o u n d  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n .  T h e  v e r y  e m p i r e  t h a t  p e r s e c u t e d
C h r i s t i a n s  e v e n t u a l l y  a d o p t e d  t h e i r  f a i t h .  E m p e r o r
C o n s t a n t i n e  l e g a l i z e d  C h r i s t i a n i t y  i n  t h e  4 t h  c e n t u r y ,  a n d
b y  t h e  e n d  o f  t h a t  c e n t u r y ,  i t  h a d  b e c o m e  t h e  s t a t e
r e l i g i o n .  T h e  p o p e s ,  a s  t h e  s u c c e s s o r s  o f  P e t e r ,  t o o k  o n  a
g r o w i n g  p o l i t i c a l  a n d  s p i r i t u a l  p o w e r  t h a t  w o u l d  f i l l  t h e
v o i d  l e f t  b y  t h e  f a l l e n  W e s t e r n  R o m a n  E m p i r e .  T h e  c i t y ,
o n c e  t h e  c a p i t a l  o f  a n  e a r t h l y  e m p i r e ,  b e c a m e  t h e  s p i r i t u a l
c a p i t a l  o f  a  n e w ,  g l o b a l  c o m m u n i t y  o f  f a i t h .  W h e n  y o u  w a l k
t h r o u g h  i t s  a n c i e n t  s t r e e t s ,  y o u  a r e  w a l k i n g  t h r o u g h  t h e
l a y e r s  o f  t h i s  h i s t o r y ,  f r o m  t h e  p a g a n  e m p e r o r s  t o  t h e
h u m b l e  a p o s t l e s ,  a l l  o f  w h o m  l e f t  t h e i r  m a r k  o n  o n e  o f  t h e
w o r l d ' s  m o s t  i n c r e d i b l e  c i t i e s .

O n  t o p  o f  t h a t ,  d i d  y o u  k n o w  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  r o u g h l y  1 , 0 0 0
c h u r c h e s  i n  R o m e ,  m a n y  o f  w h i c h  a r e  t h e  m o s t  f a m o u s  a n d
b e a u t i f u l  c h u r c h e s  i n  t h e  w o r l d .  H o w  m a n y  d o  y o u  t h i n k
y o u ’ l l  b e  a b l e  t o  v i s i t  w h e n  y o u ’ r e  t h e r e ?
.
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T o  l e a r n  m o r e ,  v i s i t  T h o m a s  I n s t i t u t e  a t  w w w . t h o m a s - i n s t i t u t e . c o m .

C o p y r i g h t  ©  2 0 2 5  b y  T h o m a s  I n s t i t u t e  P r e s s .  A l l  r i g h t s  r e s e r v e d .

Reflection Questions

1. Rome changed from a pagan empire to the center of Christianity. How might walking
through Rome's old streets, knowing this history, make you feel like you're connecting
with the Christian past in a powerful way, especially the likes of Peter and Paul?

2. Early Christians in Rome, like Peter and Paul, faced great danger. What do the stories
about places like the catacombs or the Church of Domine Quo Vadis tell you about the
bravery and faith of these first believers?

3. Peter and Paul are called two of the most important figures in the story of Christian
Rome. How do the various sites in Rome connected to them (like St. Peter's Basilica or
St. Paul Outside the Walls) help visitors understand their influence on Christianity?

4. Rome has more relics, that is, physical objects from early Christians, than perhaps
any city on earth. How do these kinds of physical objects and sites offer a "tangible link"
(a real, touchable connection) to the earliest days of Christianity, and why might that be
important to someone visiting Rome?

5. Emperor Constantine legalized Christianity, and eventually, it became the official
religion of the Roman Empire. How did this major change transform Rome itself,
making it the spiritual capital of a new, global community of faith instead of just an
earthly empire?
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