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59: Historical Perspectives: 
The Middle Period, Themes and Biases 

 

Ralph D. Winter 
 

Dr. Winter’s Preview 
his has got to be the most explosive, provocative 
lesson thus far, hiding behind, as it is, one of the 

most bland subjects so far. Why? Because the very 
simple question “What happened?” when applied to 
the last 2,000 years, is an almost unthinkable 
question to address. 

I don’t mean it is unthinkable in the sense that we 
know so much about this period that it is 
overwhelming to try to pull all that we know 
together, although that is a good reason to offer. I am 
referring to the fact that anyone attempting to 
interpret this 2,000-year period as a single story 
would lose all standing in the eyes of most 
academics, who have anything at all to do with the 
period. 

It is not as though it has not been tried. The Marxists 
launched a fairly simple interpretation and for quite a 
while enthralled millions who hungered for meaning 
in the human story, although quite a bit of the 
attraction of their theory of history derived from the 
hope of the masses taking over the wealth of the 
wealthy. 

But few have tried. Outstanding attempts can almost 
be numbered on the fingers one hand. Well, take off 
your shoes, maybe. But it is safe to say that historians 
have far more generally retreated from the 
threatening question of overall meaning into the 
caves of their special studies of more specific events 
or smaller periods. And, those who have worked in 
teams to drag the entire period in order to compile the 
huge “Western Civilization” types of books have 
almost necessarily been content to try to name 
everything they would be criticized for leaving out, 
never mind the overall story. 

However, there is an additional reason why the 
“overall story” is not only hard and rare. It is also 
threatening in just the same way “religion” is 
threatening to many people. We may not look for 
meaning because we do not want to find it. Enough 
people exist who have this mentality to make it hard 
for those who don’t. 

In any event, the very survival of the human race has 
itself been a serious question. Natural disasters fall 

into two categories fairly neatly: those deriving from 
floods, hurricanes, volcanic explosions, earthquakes, 
and asteroidal collisions could be called inorganic. 
Far more destructive are those arising in the organic 
sphere: those having to do with pestilence of 
microbiological origin, those which result from larger 
life short of man himself, and, finally, those which 
result from the aggression of man against man. (I’m 
not intending to leave women out but it is a fact that 
most violence has a male origin!). The most 
dangerous source of disaster in the last 500 years, 
however, is that of man himself.  

This is one reason why much of history is simply 
taught as a series of wars and competing kingdoms. 
This is also why this story needs to be told. Human 
life has been around for a very long time, in the time 
frame of the last 2,000 years, but only in the most 
recent centuries has man made any significant 
progress in terms of global population. Why? 

Finally, the emergence of global civilization is itself 
an uncanny phenomenon about which few are bold 
enough or limited enough to be willing to give future 
predictions. 

Our presentation of “Five Renaissances” is sturdily 
congruent with the majority of those who have tried 
to tell this story. Something is happening that never 
happened before. History seems after all not to be 
cyclical but linear. Where are we going? That’s the 
excitement! 

Introduction 
Our topic, if there is any topic in the entire 
curriculum, is in many ways the most significant and 
also the most difficult. But if isn’t either of those, it is 
certainly the most exciting if we would really see 
what’s happening. It’s the biggest bite that we’ve 
taken, really, in terms of recorded history. We have 
probably 20,000 times as much information about 
this period than we do any of the earlier periods of 
the modules. It’s a very forbidding thing to do, to try 
to deal with so many years at one time. At the same 
time, it’s the only thing we possibly can do, if we 
really are serious in discerning some sort of 
meaningful set of developments, and that’s what we 
have set out to do. 

T 
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One of the problems in understanding what happened 
is simply the fact that those who are in the business 
of trying to discern what happened are all rooted in 
one particular culture or tradition and they tend, 
inevitably, to see things from that point of view. This 
is what is called provincial, more often called bias, 
and therefore we are dealing at every point with the 
question of bias or prejudice or whatever. 

For example, it isn’t very difficult at all to detect that 
the biases that the Jews had toward Gentiles. The 
Bible itself is relatively friendly to Gentiles, 
compared to many aspects of Jewish behavior, 
similar to let’s say the official position of our 
government toward all peoples and  the red-neck 
prejudice that the grassroots often displays toward 
people of other ethnic traditions. At the same time 
there is the opposite. You have early Greek prejudice 
or bias toward the Jews, and the Apostle Paul, as we 
have often pointed out, deals with that in Romans 14, 
where he is trying very hard to defend the Jewish 
believers against the Greek believers. He starts his 
letter out with a magnificent statement that this 
gospel is the power of salvation to both Jew and 
Greek, but maybe he was one of the few people who 
really believed that. 

It’s hard to believe that what we’ve got belongs to 
other people or can be shared with other people. That 
kind of bias you find in the early centuries, as often 
Jewish believers—not necessarily believers in 
Christ—but Jewish believers would point out to the 
government the difference between themselves and 
the Christians. And the Christians were persecuted 
often because of that, as we see in the pages of the 
New Testament. This produced a very significant 
bias toward the Jews that crops up in the writings of 
the early church and church fathers. 

Later on, one of the most celebrated eras of prejudice 
in both directions would be the era of the 
Reformation. There you have tremendous bias to this 
day between Catholic and Protestant. It is very 
difficult to understand one through the eyeglasses of 
the other. This, incidentally, is one of the great and 
magnificent achievements of the story of civilization, 
where you’ve got a man who was born into a 
household where one parent was Catholic and one 
parent was Protestant, and you find very earnest 
attempt, especially in those volumes on the 
Reformation and the Age of Faith, to be absolutely 
fair to each side. But this is unusual. This does not 
give us an ordinary picture of church history at all, 
because church history, as I say, is usually written 
with an inherent bias to it. 

Then in modern times, we have a kind of anti-
religious bias to deal with when we are trying to 

unearth the realities of the past. So there are many 
different, what I would call, blankets of prejudice that 
need to be lifted off, one at a time, in order for us to 
understand the situation. 

Actually, one of the things that has fascinated my 
wife and myself, almost more than any of the other 
blankets of prejudice, is the anti-Celtic blanket which 
almost all English scholars have tended to have. It 
may not be so obvious in what they write, except if 
you look closely to what they don’t write. What they 
don’t write about is Celtic history. The major 
scholars of the Celtic church are not English, but are 
French, German or Norwegian, or more recently, in 
this century, have been some rather impressive 
women scholars in England. I’m not sure exactly why 
women scholars would be willing to be a little more 
open or honest about the Celtic tradition, but that’s 
the case. The anti-Celtic, and on the other side the 
anti-Anglo, attitudes come down to us right to this 
present day in Northern Ireland, where it’s a matter 
of life and death which side of the street you walk on. 
So it’s not at all surprising that some of that 
perspective would creep into the pages of history. 
You can imagine an historian saying, if I write this 
down, my book won’t be printed or I’ll get shot 
down. So it’s very hard to bring things out. 

In America, we have the flow over of the refugees 
from the different arguments of Europe, and we have 
fanatical proponents of different points of view. It is 
very difficult to get a really balanced understanding, 
simply because of the rivalries and the prejudices and 
the biases of the past. 

One bias stands out in my mind more than any other, 
and that is not so much a bias but just kind of a blind 
spot, or maybe we can even be more gentle and call it 
a consistency of perspective. When Latourette wrote 
his History of Christianity, he was doing what I 
would have done in the sense of taking his subject as 
Christianity. The point of view of his course is that 
there is more to Christianity than Christianity itself, 
and maybe less. Latourette does not emphasize the 
so-called Carolingian Renaissance as very important.  
One reason that he doesn’t calibrate or quantify as 
significant the Carolingian renaissance is that it was 
outbalanced by the loss of Christendom to the Islamic 
hordes, to use the prejudiced term. 

Now, if we would be absolutely honest about the 
numbers of Christians, Latourette is right. The 
number of Christians decreased as the Muslim 
number increased, because many of the same people 
were involved. However, if, as in this course perhaps 
we are more likely to do, we are to look at the 
cultural impact of the Judaic tradition, of the 
Septuagint, of the biblical documents, and so forth, 
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we would have to recognize Islam as one of those 
impacts. And if that’s the case, then you would have 
to say the explosion of Islam toward the end of the 
second period here coincides with the explosion of 
the Carolingian renaissance. 

Here you have Charlemagne, with a tremendous 
sway over a very, very large territory for a long 
period, and you also have Muhammad, though he is 
now no longer alive, his followers who also have a 
tremendous sway, and both of them represent the 
same tradition, in a certain sense. And so rather than 
say they cancel each other out, and we rub out the 
Carolingian renaissance as a period of flourishing, we 
need all the more to recognize it as such. 

In any event, there are all kinds of questions that 
arise. You could go on for hundreds of lessons on the 
subject of what is the meaning of this period. 

Many moderns, for example, are willing to ignore 
almost totally everything that happened from the fall 
of Rome until the rise of the Renaissance in Italy and 
then the northern aspect of that Renaissance in 
Central Europe. But, of course, this kind of prejudice, 
if you want to call it that, obscures a very great deal. 
The so-called Dark Ages, from that point of view, 
really were Light Ages, when there was new life and 
new faith and new perspective flowing into the 
picture. Savage, forest-dwelling peoples gained a 
new philosophy of the cosmos, which liberated them 
from all kinds of promiscuous and unpredictable gods 
whose ways determined destiny, and brought into the 
picture the kind of perspective of the orderliness of 
nature, apart from which you couldn’t imagine the 
development of science. 

Then also, you have this simple, very obvious 
elephant in the living room. Don’t look now, but the 
population began to explode! Earlier there never was 
anything like the population growth that you see in 
the last few centuries. This one section of the world 
exploded to the point where it literally took over all 
the rest of the world for a time. And then it 
bequeathed much of its dynamism, whatever that 
mysterious element might be, to most of the world. 
And that in turn constitutes the tenuous reality of a 
global civilization. 

So here you have a great deal of wonderment and 
difficulty. Our own inability to see the Dark Ages for 
what they really were is simply another prejudice, 
based upon our own national pride. We would rather 
identify with the Romans, and their Roman roads, 
Roman aqueducts, and all the great glories of the 
Roman Empire, than to identify with forest savages 
who went around half naked, and in some cases 
actually fought totally naked. We would rather forget 

all that. The head-hunting of the Irish is something 
that isn’t very present in modern literature about the 
Irish people. But it was there. And what transformed 
these headhunters into scholars and poets and 
scientists, and so forth, remains the enduring 
fascination and mystery of this whole story. But 
you’ll never see it if you just look at parts of it. You 
have to take one day and look at the whole thing. It’s 
like an ant walking on a picture. The ant will never 
see the picture, even though he may cover every 
square millimeter. It is only by standing back that 
you can see that larger picture, and it’s a very 
fascinating and incredible picture at that. 

Review 

1. Describe some of the problems in 
telling the story, or a story, of the 
development of global civilization.    
I’m sure there are many different possible problems 
to refer to. I think one of them, at least if you go back 
very far, would be accessibility of information. It is 
remarkable how little Luther, for example, knew 
about the Roman Catholic tradition. You think, 
“Goodness, he was a member of a monastic order, he 
would certainly have known about something or 
other.” But Luther was just barely into the early 
period of the printed book, and it was simply not 
possible to find out a lot about a lot of things. And if 
Luther didn’t know very much about the Roman 
Catholic Church, except from what he bumped into 
his contemporary, historically paper-thin period of 
time, how much did he know about the Islamic 
tradition? Practically nothing! 

Now you go from his date in the early 1500s down 
200 years to the early 1700s, you have one of the 
most brilliant people who ever lived in the history of 
the United States, acknowledged so by secular 
scholars as well as religious, Jonathan Edwards. He 
undertook to write A History of Redemption, which 
started with Adam and came all the way down to the 
present. He talks about the Roman Catholic tradition 
and the popes and the corruption and all the different 
things that he knew about, but at no point did he 
apparently have any knowledge of or contact with the 
monastic tradition. 

Now the Roman Catholic story simply can’t be told 
apart from the orders, who essentially were the 
muscular builders of that tradition, the protectors of 
it, the sustainers of it. More recently I remember 
asking a rather eminent Catholic leader, what would 
happen if the orders were subtracted from modern 
Catholicism? He said, the church would collapse. Yet 
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Jonathan Edwards is almost totally unaware, 
apparently, of that whole dimension. 

So mere accessibility of information would make it 
very difficult for anyone very far back in history to 
tell much of the history, except the limited amount he 
knew. 

Take, for example, the earlier people. They knew 
very little about what was before them. Books were 
put together, and literature was stacked up in certain 
places: in monastic settlements, they often copied and 
copied different books, but they were very difficult to 
get hold of. There weren’t many books in any one 
place, and when there were a lot in one place, often 
the whole thing was burned down, as in the case of 
the famous library at York. It was one of the most 
important libraries that ever existed in the Christian 
tradition. Yet it was burned down by the Norman 
conquerors, and so we don’t even know what was in 
it. Now we do know that the Venerable Bede made 
use of an earlier version of that library and did his 
best with what he had to look at. But simple 
accessibility was a major problem. 

I think, for example, of Latourette, who probably is 
the first person, in the modern era certainly, who ever 
tried to write the whole story of Christianity. He did 
such a comprehensive job that there were many 
complaints—for instance, by the Boston newspapers, 
when it first emerged, to the effect that he would 
equally stress the landing of missionaries in the 
Belgian Congo as he would talking about the landing 
of the pilgrims in Boston, which of course is absurd! 
because the pilgrims, to Bostonians, are more 
important; but not to Latourette. He had a very even-
handed description of all the different kinds of 
Christianity. 

But even Latourette was only describing that which 
was called officially Christianity, and apparently he 
thought that was enough to work with. He wasn’t 
consciously working in terms of what the Bible calls 
the “children of Abraham,” or, even more 
specifically, the people whose faith derived from 
direct impact of the Bible. There are lots and lots of 
people in the world today who have a great deal of 
faith that comes directly out of the Bible, but who do 
not choose to use the word Christian. 

The Christian tradition is itself a kind of particular 
historical sphere—a large, strong, magnificent, and 
somewhat tawdry sphere. But nevertheless it was 
only a partial picture of the overall impact of the so-
called Judeo background. 

So accessibility is the problem. When you get 
compartmented versions of Christianity that are 

antagonistic, you have still less information flowing 
back and forth. 

A second problem in telling the story seems almost 
contradictory. But in a way, it’s a very real problem. 
Today, it isn’t that we don’t have enough 
information; we have far too much to grapple with! 
Here’s a person who is sitting there, who has not a 
single book to read. The next minute he is piled over 
with a great huge pile 20 feet deep of books, and you 
can’t even see the person! Both people are unable to 
see the picture. 

You go into modern libraries today with millions and 
millions of books, and selection is the problem, not 
accessibility. 

Then, an additional problem, which I did emphasize 
somewhat earlier, is the fact that biases make it very 
difficult, even then, to see what is really happening. 
The Reformers, for example, people like Luther, had 
a much better grasp of the Catholic tradition—despite 
what I said a minute ago—than the followers of 
Luther, who would have nothing to do with Roman 
Catholics, whereas Luther was writing rather friendly 
letters to the Pope, and the Pope agreed with him on 
all his theological points. The followers were 
informed by ethnic and cultural problems that 
wouldn’t mix, no matter what they tried to agree on. 
So the biases which we mentioned earlier are a major 
problem. 

2.  What has Winter suggested may be the 
reason Latourette’s suggestion of periods 
downplays the events of the 7th and 8th 
centuries?   
This is a very important, very significant subject. It’s 
already described somewhat in the chart you have. It 
is basically the distinction between what is 
technically Christian and what is not technically 
Christian, and for that reason, quite logically, 
Latourette does not stress that second so-called 
renaissance to the extent that he might have. 

3.  What are some of the “blankets of 
prejudice” which we need to remove in 
order to see things more clearly in the 
past 2,000 years? 
This is something which we did go into in some 
detail, and you could list hundreds of different kinds 
of prejudice. You could go into details like, for 
example, why it is that the Kurds killed the 
Armenians, and the Armenians killed the Kurds, and 
the Turkish killed the Armenians, and so forth. There 
are all kinds of prejudice to deal with. 
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But one of the things that is less likely for us to be 
aware of, than any other, is what I would call a 
Christian prejudice. We say something is really 
Christian, when we mean biblical. Just as some 
Baptists would say, Oh, he is a real Baptist, and they 
almost use the word Baptist as synonymous with the 
word Christian—just as we use the word Christian 
synonymous with a follower of Jesus Christ, when 
not all followers of Jesus Christ would call 
themselves Christians, and the word Christian itself 
refers to lots of people who are not followers of 
Christ. 

I actually think in Latourette’s case, he was looking 
through Christian eyes, which actually made it more 
difficult. Of course, it would have expanded his task 
greatly to include Semitic Christianity. Of course, we 
don’t call it Christianity, but the Semitic phenomenon 
is parallel to the Greek and to the Latin and to the 
German versions of faith that came into being. 

Our biases show even in the terminology we use. We 
often read in Christian literature of the irruption of 
Islam. Now, if that was something we thought was 
good, we would say, as we do of the Carolingian 
Renaissance, a flourishing of a movement. It sounds 
much more reasonable: flourishing flowers are 
beautiful—it’s a good thing—whereas the eruption of 
a rash is destructive and harmful. Just the very words 
we choose to describe a rather amazing movement 
shows a difference in our perspective. Most 
Christians, because they are Christian, are just 
woefully uninformed and uninformable about the 
glories of the Islamic tradition. We’ve talked about 
this many times, but this is an example of what I 
would call Christian bias. 

Another kind of bias is purely ethnic. People do look 
different, and you get used to looking at people of 
your own physical ethnicity. And there’s a great deal 
of ethnic prejudice. When the Spanish just killed off 
those sailors who were marooned, stranded when 
their ship went down, and they had struggled to the 
shore. They were killed off just because they were 
blond-haired. This is what you would call racial 
prejudice. We are all familiar with that, but it does 
make it difficult to compare notes theologically. For 
example, the North Irish, whether they are Protestants 
or Catholics, have very little disagreement on 
important matters, except that they think there’s a 
significant physical difference. 

A third type of blanket of prejudice would be just 
loosely called political affiliations. We’ve already 
talked about the Arabic phenomenon and how there 
were more Christians killed in the Arabian Peninsula 
after the acceptance of Christianity by Constantine 
than before. But we don’t know that. We have a 

political problem, because, politically speaking, we 
have little to go with the Arab world. Therefore Arab 
Christians, well, you know, what if 150,000 are killed 
off in a couple of weeks and all that sort of thing —
who knows or cares? It took Samuel Moffett to bring 
that to my attention. 

Then, thought there is some overlap here, you could 
call it cultural momentum, which produces biases; 
not necessarily prejudicial biases, but certainly biases 
of perspective. I think the most useful, helpful—in 
fact, almost the key that unlocks the story of Western 
civilization—is the flow of Judaic faith, originally 
from Semitic, to Greek or what they call Hellenistic, 
to Latin, to German, to low country, to Anglo-Saxon, 
to Celtic (actually much earlier to Celtic), and so on, 
and then coming to America, and bursting out in 
different flavors and forms and so forth. This 
describes more of the political divisions than it does 
anything else. So that you have Orthodox Christians, 
Catholic Christians, Lutheran Christians, Reformed 
Christians. 

By the way, as you know, Reformed doesn’t mean 
Lutheran; they insist on a separate word for 
themselves. These are all ethnically determined to a 
great extent. You don’t find any Reformed Christians 
who are in the Lutheran bailiwick or visa-versa. You 
don’t find many Lutherans in Geneva, unless they 
moved there. They just have to have, and perhaps it’s 
good that they do have, their own form of the faith. It 
is a very worthy thing. This is one of the ways that 
Christianity grows. 

Then I need to mention in passing what I would call 
the bias of anti-Semitism. This seems to be a little 
more durable and universal than any other kind of 
thing, partially because the Jewish people themselves 
have been a little more durable and universal than 
any other entity. 

 It’s something like, say, the Chinese in Southeast 
Asia. The Chinese have made good in many areas 
and they are highly resented. You can find certain 
areas in the Philippines where, boy, they just can’t 
abide the Chinese! Because the Chinese in areas of 
Manila, where there is not enough land for 
everybody, have whole blocks full of vacant houses 
that are kept ceremonially for the dead! These are 
brand new houses; nobody has ever lived in them. 
People who walk by, who don’t even have a little 
shack, look in there and see those wealthy Chinese. 
What is this? This is a great deal of prejudice. And 
the durability of the Chinese family companies 
produces a semi-Jewish-like reaction against them. 

The Jewish people, having relatively stable families 
down through history and a relatively godly tradition, 
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a biblically related tradition, have excelled beyond 
almost any other nation in many areas of art, science, 
literature, etc., and they have incurred a rather 
universal prejudice against them. 

Lastly, there is a prejudice that could be called 
reformationism. Reformationism is the tendency to 
think of the Reformation as the most magnificent and 
important renewal movement that ever occurred. And 
yet, the people, at the time of the Reformation, had 
they known what happened 200, 400, 600 years 
earlier, and were acquainted with the other 
reformations, or the renewal movements and spiritual 
movements before them, they wouldn’t have been 
anywhere near as likely to speak in some of the tones 
they used. So there’s a problem there too. 

Well, as I said when we first began this lesson, this is 
a huge subject for one lesson, but it is a very crucial 
question. What do we think happened in the last 
2,000 years? 
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