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  What happened at the Reformation? What did it “reform”? We see the sixteenth century now as a time of radical change, but looked at in the context of the history of disputes among Christians, it turns out to be an episode in a much longer story. Similar objections and criticisms had been raised for centuries, and some of them since the earliest Christian times. Many of them can still be heard today. Yet in the sixteenth century the questioning prompted an unprecedented event: the lasting fragmentation of the church in the West.


  We can make sense of all this only if we know something of the reasons why the key questions first occurred to people and what happened when people kept on asking about them in different times and places. Beliefs have been held by individuals down the ages in the social environment of their times, in a complex of other ideas and assumptions which have given them color and point and emphasis, and made some things seem important at one time and other things at another.


  The picture which emerges if we look at the story as a whole is of immense honest endeavor by believers well aware of the importance of protecting the essential character of the faith, and frequently infuriated by what others were saying precisely because it all mattered so much. There were mutual slanging matches, accusations of conspiracy and corruption (not always unjustified, it has to be said). Groups formed allegiances and clung to particular opinions, which were condemned by other groups who said they were heretics. The resulting divisions or “schism” between Christian communities seemed to some commentators to be a heresy in itself, because it did not take the need for unity seriously enough.


  Throughout this colorful story run certain threads that reappear through the weave as topics of importance century by century. The difficulty is to spot the ends so as to tug them and begin the unraveling. This book is written as an aid to understanding the way continuities have run through the changes of Christian history. It offers a history of the changes of the Reformation seen as episodes in that continuity, and as a complement to the series of recently published modern studies of the Reformation and its immediate background.[1]


  A Note on the Second Edition


  I am grateful to Brannon Ellis for his support in producing in this second edition a revision of this book which it is hoped will meet the needs of readers seeking to use it as a textbook for relevant courses. The book has been streamlined somewhat to allow its major themes to come to the fore for these readers. All dates for people and places have been conformed to the Oxford Encyclopedia of the Reformation, or else the Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, unless there was good reason to depart from these. The argument remains the same—while the Reformation and its effects were in many ways something new, many of the significant questions and concerns at its roots are as ancient as the church itself.
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  I am grateful to numerous friends and colleagues who have been willing to talk about the topics of this book, its purposes and the complex task of drawing it together. I am especially grateful to Michael Gibson and the editorial staff of IVP for their professionalism and their patience with authorial vagaries and to Brannon Ellis for his invaluable work on the present edition.
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      	EETS
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      	fl.
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      	c.
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      	d.

      	died
    


    
      	Homilies
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      	PL
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  Setting the Scene


  The “Fair Field of Folk”
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  The poet known as William Langland (c. 1332-1386) had a vision of a “fair field of folk,” which he used as a motif in a hard-hitting analysis of the society of his day.[1] Medieval poets were fond of using pretend dreams as a literary device. This particular image of the “field of folk” may have been prompted by the real view from the Malvern Hills near the Welsh border, down into the Severn Valley, where Worcestershire and Warwickshire and Gloucestershire still lie spread for miles before the observer of the English scene today. In Piers Plowman Langland sketches the contemporary world in all its variety from his vantage point on these hills.


  Despite its rural setting, most of Langland’s poem is about the behavior and attitudes of an urban community. He describes London’s people, the way they lived and the way they thought, at about the time when Geoffrey Chaucer (c. 1343-1400) wrote The Canterbury Tales, with its similarly sharp social satire and digs at the misbehavior of the clergy.[2] This urban way of life was a relatively new medieval phenomenon in Europe, except in Italy, where some of the towns of the ancient Roman Empire had persisted. There citizenship had remained a vivid reality, at least for those lucky enough to be well-born (and male).


  Elsewhere in Europe the opportunity of active participation in public affairs by a good proportion of the population had given way to a top-down way of running things. In most of northern Europe the last few centuries had been feudal. This was a hereditary aristocratic system and highly military in character. In the feudal system kings and emperors owned the lands of their realms and allowed the great nobles to hold and use them during their lifetimes as vassals, in return for an oath of fealty (loyalty or faithfulness) and the provision of a certain number of days of military service (“knight days”) a year. The nobility ran their estates by farming the land with the aid of their peasants, some of whom were freemen but many of whom were serfs bound to the land in slavery. From the same aristocratic families were drawn the senior churchmen, whose elevation to bishoprics also involved holding land from the monarch, in the form of the estates of the diocese. Bishops too had to provide their quota of knight days. Church and state were intimately bound together in a power structure in which baron and bishop were often brothers.


  So the emergence in twelfth-century northern Europe of towns full of tradespeople with marketable skills created a new class of articulate and inquiring people, the sort of people who ran businesses and behaved like entrepreneurs. There was even the beginning of a new middling gentry as they aspired to a social mobility which had not been possible for many centuries. They asked searching questions about social arrangements and conventional religious teaching, and wanted to have their say when they heard the answers. Langland’s prospective readership in this new middle class was evidently quite considerable, to judge from the number of manuscripts of his poem which survive, so we can assume that the grudges he expresses struck a chord at least with the literate. And more of them, of both sexes, were becoming literate.[3]


  A good deal of fourteenth-century England of all social classes was spread out before the poet for inspection:


  
    All manner of men / the rich and the poor,


    Working and wandering / as the world asketh.

  


  “Barons and burgesses and bondmen also I saw in this crowd”; “bakers and brewers and butchers a-many”; “woollen-websters and weavers of linen”; “tailors and tinkers toll-takers in markets”; “masons and miners and men of all crafts.” He contrasts the hardworking laboring classes with the greedy “wasters.” There are the fashionable, leading lives of conspicuous luxury, and there are those “such as anchorites and hermits” who out of sight in their “cells” quietly lead lives of self-denial, “in hope for to have heavenly bliss.” There are retailers, who seem to do rather well (“such men thrive”). Then there are entertainers, some who just “make mirth” (“as minstrels know how”) and earn an honest living that way, but others defraud the public. Some are “tramps and beggars” who make a good living begging for their food and then create disturbances by getting drunk at inns, “the thieving knaves!”


  Langland is particularly shocked by the corruption and fraudulent activities going on in the name of religion. “Pretend” pilgrims and “palmers” (pilgrims who carried a palm to show they had visited the Holy Land) told tall tales in order to get money from the gullible. “Hermits, a heap of them with hooked staves, were going to Walsingham and their wenches too.” Langland sees them as work shy:


  
    Big loafers and tall / that loth were to work,


    Dressed up in capes / to be known from others


    And so clad as hermits / their ease to have.

  


  He is equally disgusted by the friars of every kind “preaching to the people for profit to themselves”:


  
    Explaining the Gospel / just as they liked,


    To get clothes for themselves / they construed it as they would.

  


  The friars who belonged to the Dominicans, Franciscans and other mendicant orders founded since the early thirteenth century were professional itinerant preachers, but they had also gained an entrance to the courts of Europe as personal confessors, the “life coaches” of their time. They behave like “chapmen,” or tradesmen, says Langland, and make a nice living from the invitation “to shrive lords.” The friars and the professional peddlers of penitential aids will feature prominently in the medieval story told in part two.


  The ordinary clergy come in for Langland’s criticism too. Since the “pestilence time” of the Black Death (with its climax in Europe in 1348-1350), they complain that they cannot live on the income from their parishes and they ask “leave and licence in London to dwell.” There they “sing requiems for stipends[,] for silver is sweet.” They neglect their pastoral duties: to hear their parishioners’ confessions, grant them absolution and “preach and pray for them and feed the poor.”


  Langland was evidently confident that his descriptions would strike a chord. What did the general population know of the tides of opinion and discussion which are now apparent to us as we look at the records of these events and the theological controversies they prompted? The truth seems to be that the ordinary faithful were involved, to a greater degree than they perhaps realized, in setting those tides running and putting pressure on theologians to make theological sense of their pastoral demands. Langland could see the effect of this popular pressure clearly enough as he wrote his sketch. But the routes by which they could exchange views and gain up-to-date information were naturally limited by the very restricted means of communication then available, even for the literate. Satirical verses were distributed by traveling ballad sellers like the one in Shakespeare’s A Winter’s Tale, Act 4, Scene 4:


  
    
      	
        Servant:

      

      	
        O master, if you did but hear the pedlar at the door, you would never dance again after a tabour and pipe; no, the bagpipe could not move you: he sings several tunes faster than you’ll tell money; he utters them as he had eaten ballads and all men’s ears grew to his tunes.

      
    


    
      	
        Clown:

      

      	
        He could never come better; he shall come in. I love a ballad but even too well, if it be doleful matter merrily set down, or a very pleasant thing indeed and sung lamentably.

      
    

  


  Shakespeare’s examples in this play are ribald and poke simple fun, but some of the surviving medieval ones were highly political and socially aware.


  If an inquiring population was beginning to ask awkward questions about the way the institutional church was running religious affairs, could it turn for answers to the Bible? Practical impediments stood in the way for the “fair field of folk” if they wanted to know what the Bible said about the matters which concerned them. Copies were expensive in the centuries before the invention of printing. In any case, even if they could have afforded Bibles, the medieval laity were mostly illiterate. And even if some learned to read or had someone to read the Bible to them, most of them could not read for themselves what the Bible actually said, because it was not widely available in any language except Latin until attempts were made in the late Middle Ages and the early Reformation to produce vernacular versions.


  These impediments to Bible study were accidents of history, not deliberate attempts to keep Scripture from the ordinary Christian. It was, however, natural for the church authorities to become protective about the Bible, since the educated who could read it in Latin also had the knowledge to read the body of respected commentary which survived from the early Christian centuries, for example the work of Augustine of Hippo (354-430), Gregory the Great (c. 540-604) and Bede (672/3-735). The educated could be expected to understand the theology too. The laity lacked this background and context, and there were fears that without the necessary educational preparation they might misinterpret the Bible and be led astray in their faith. These barriers between the inquiring layperson and the Bible lasted until the late Middle Ages, when one by one they began to be resolved. But those who called for the changes that took place were looked at askance and made themselves objectionable to the authorities of church and state alike. It all became something of a power struggle for ownership and control of the Bible.


  Other great themes emerged, which we shall see as recurring problems again and again throughout this book. One was the relationship of spiritual and secular, church and state, as they affected the people in their daily lives. Another was the way in which people’s lives were shaped by the teaching of the institutional church, its claim to hold the keys to heaven through the ministry of the sacraments, and its demands about behavior.


  The story that follows traces these themes and their subthemes, and seeks to point to the patterns as they reappeared in the Reformation debates. Parts one and two tell the story of the way in which key Christian doctrines were formed and gave rise to concerns about various topics as they appeared to reformers in the sixteenth century. The way reformers and others tackled these concerns is explored in part three. At the end of the book is a “map,” in the form of a “Handlist of Reformation Concerns and Their History.”


  Part One:
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  Bible and Church


  The Questions Begin
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  The Idea of Church
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  A New Idea


  How the story began. To the Reformers of the sixteenth century, “church” was an idea only too familiar; it connoted a monolithic institution corrupt and oppressive and urgently in need of reform. But at the outset it was a novelty. There had been nothing like it until the early Christians began to form themselves into communities for worship and “fellowship,” expressed by the Greek word koinōnia.


  The New Testament was written within this early community of Christians, and in the same community the discussions took place which would decide which Old Testament writings were to be included in the collection that became the Bible. This forming of what is sometimes called the “canon”—which came to mean the authentic Scriptures—took place among a body of people who were also busy forming a community and organizing the life of that community. The two processes were interconnected and reciprocal. The emerging Scriptures were searched for guidance about the life of the church. The church decided which books were to be received as scriptural.


  “Church” was something without exact precedent.[1] The word ekklēsia (Latin ecclesia) itself came from a Greek verb meaning to “call out”; the ancient Greeks used it for a political assembly of the sort used to govern Greek city-states. That was a bare starting point. A good deal of thought and experiment were going to be needed to create a Christian “church.”


  The first question may well have been why a church was needed at all. One key answer, of course, was that Jesus had declared his intention to found one, when he said that Peter was the rock on which he would build his church (ekklēsia, Mt 16:18). That naturally led to the question what the church should be like.


  One, holy, catholic and apostolic Church (Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed of 325/381)


  The holy catholic Church (Apostles’ Creed)


  These descriptions in the creeds (later sometimes called the “notes” or marks of the church) tell us what Christians of the first centuries took to be the defining characteristics of the church, and also emphasize the significance attached from the first to maintain its unity.


  In this list of “notes,” catholic (from the Greek katholikos) meant “universal.” One stressed the importance of maintaining unity throughout this universal church. The emphasis from the beginning was on the need to keep the church together as one single great community with one faith, for it was obvious early on that quarrels were tending to tear it apart.


  There was never any dispute that the church ought to be holy. That became a difficulty only when in a fragmented church the fragments claimed that each was alone the true church because rival fragments had ceased to be holy; that if there had been a breach of unity, it was the others who had broken away.


  Apostolic had two distinct strands of meaning. One sense focused simply on faithfulness to the apostolic tradition, the teaching of the disciples or apostles who had recieved it directly from Jesus. The same ideal of keeping close to the beginning and its fresh vision inspired the founding of medieval religious “orders” (societies or communities who took vows to follow a particular rule of life), who felt a special calling to live lives of poverty and simplicity—to go out and preach the gospel just as Jesus had instructed.


  When Richard Hooker (c. 1554-1600), lawyer and English theologian, took stock of the meaning of apostolic at the end of the sixteenth century, he put the same emphasis on the poverty and simplicity of the apostolic life. He still saw it as a model:


  In proposing the Apostles’ times as a pattern for the Church to follow . . . the chiefest thing which lay reforms yawn for is, that the Clergy may through conformity in state and condition be Apostolical, poor as the Apostles of Christ were poor.[2]


  But by then the medieval orders who had set out to live like this had gained a reputation for failing, because of the various sorts of reprehensible behavior William Langland had satirized. And there had been a Reformation. There was Hooker, writing from the other side of the Reformation and in a Protestant church, highly conscious of the irony that the Church the Reformers had rejected was the same Church “which hath such store of mendicant Friars,” the Franciscans and Dominicans and others, for whom apostolic poverty was basic to their way of life.[3]


  The other meaning of apostolic linked it with a “succession of ministry,” through a line of transmission from the apostles by the laying on of hands. The problem of demonstrating the continuity of Jesus’ commission from the apostles themselves arose several times over the centuries when there was a claim that a group or community had allowed a break to occur. It lay at the heart of the Donatist controversy of the fourth century and the Hussite controversy of the fifteenth. The Donatists claimed that those who disagreed with them had an invalid ministry because they had allowed ordination—episcopal succession through the laying on of hands—to be conducted by traditores, “traitors,” who had given up (literally “handed over”) the Scriptures in time of persecution (see p. 72). The Hussites, followers of John Hus (c. 1372-1415; see pp. 225-28), had made “emergency” ordinations using priests, when they had no bishop in sympathy with their party, and the resulting ministers were declared to have been invalidly ordained.


  Apostolic continuity became contentious again at the Reformation and once more when Anglican orders were declared null and void by the papal bull Apostolicae Curae in 1896 because the Roman Catholic Church held that there had been a break in the sequence of Anglican ordinations in the sixteenth century.[4] The difficulty of establishing a basis of “mutual recognition of ministry” is still the most common reason for ecumenical conversations between divided churches to fail to reach agreement.


  This has been held to be important, because if it is claimed that ministry is not valid, the efficaciousness of the acts of ministers in administering the sacraments comes into question, and that can threaten the sense of security of Christian people and their hope of heaven. Validity was taken to be an assurance of authenticity and proper authorization; efficaciousness, a guarantee that the sacraments would work.


  Uncertainties about the status of the ministry were also taken to undermine ecclesial standing; this could give rise to the claim that the community in which ministry is a mere pretense cannot really be the church. Arguments of this sort are contentious in themselves. They beg many questions about what church is and what sacraments are and whether there is a way of salvation outside the church and not dependent on these technical questions. Not everyone would agree this is an appropriate way to think about church. But that has made these matters immensely important and divisive precisely because so much is as stake.


  A practical necessity. Another reason for founding a church or churches was that it turned out that something of the sort was a practical necessity. Jesus’ disciples and Paul and some others got on with the missionary work of preaching the gospel as Jesus had instructed. (They came to be known as the apostles simply because the underlying Greek word means “messengers” or “sent ones.”)


  The result of their energetic activity in spreading the gospel was the creation of gatherings or communities of Christians all over the eastern Mediterranean and around the Aegean and Ionian seas. It is evident from the Acts of the Apostles and the letters of Paul to the young churches which were coming into being that this missionary work, partly because it was so successful, began to create organizational difficulties. Christians have always had heated arguments. There were squabbles; factions formed. As the New Testament epistles show, the communities soon began to need some guidance on the conduct of their community life.


  One of the first attempts to create a framework of rules within which to conduct the business of the infant Christian community is described in Acts 15. Some itinerant preachers were teaching that Christians could not be saved unless they were circumcised according to Jewish custom; Paul and Barnabas protested (Acts 15:1-2). So it was agreed that it would be sensible to go to Jerusalem and convene a meeting to discuss the matter. For this raised the larger question whether the whole law of Moses applied to Christians too and even whether Gentiles as well as Jews could be Christians. Peter had already had a vision, recorded in Acts 10:1–11:18, in which he saw animals regarded by the Jews as “clean” as well as those which were “unclean” and forbidden as food, lowered in a great sheet. Peter heard God telling him to kill and eat both, and he interpreted it as a sign that Gentiles as well as Jews were now welcome in God’s kingdom. In Acts 15:6-11, Peter is recorded as reminding the meeting of this new inclusiveness. He said the Christian calling was a calling to freedom and believers should not have to be burdened with the yoke of regulations that Israel itself could not bear. The agreement of the meeting was to be communicated throughout the local churches.


  That account of finding a way to reconcile opposing positions contains many lessons about the way to organize a church and what sort of leadership works best. We see the first Christians learning to work by consensus, through meetings of the sort which eventually became councils, but also by appointing leaders and deciding what their responsibilities should be. The Reformers of the sixteenth century went back to these precedents in search of a truly scriptural model for the church. But anxious to cast aside what they perceived as the “corruptions” of more recent times, they tended to be selective in what they approved.


  The Emergence of Ministers as Leaders


  The nature of the job. Ministerial leadership, the apostle Peter insisted, should not be managerial or dictatorial; the authority of a minister should come from the example he sets.


  Now as an elder myself and a witness of the sufferings of Christ, as well as one who shares in the glory to be revealed, I exhort the elders among you to tend the flock of God that is in your charge, exercising the oversight, not under compulsion but willingly, as God would have you do it—not for sordid gain but eagerly. Do not lord it over those in your charge, but be examples to the flock. (1 Pet 5:1-3)


  The New Testament shows the young church working out—under the pressure of events—how to appoint and authorize its leaders, and how to decide on the range of their responsibilities. In the early church there were already arguments about the tasks for which the communities’ leaders ought to be responsible. Were they to be overseers, teachers, ministers of the sacraments; or helpers of widows and orphans and the needy in general; or all those things? What exactly were their appointed tasks, and who gave them authority to carry them out?


  Paul emphasized the importance of the authority of the Holy Spirit in commissioning a minister. He sent a message from Miletus to Ephesus, asking the elders of the church there to meet him (Acts 20:17). He explained that he wanted to leave them instructions for their future ministry. “Keep watch over yourselves and over all the flock, of which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to shepherd the church of God” (Acts 20:28). Paul saw that there could be a need for a firm hand when there were quarrels or when dissidents mounted a challenge to the community’s faith. Local churches are to expect “wolves” to come among their sheep. Even their own members will “come distorting the truth in order to entice the disciples to follow them” (Acts 20:30).


  This perceived need for what might now be called management skills, and with it the definition of the scope of something rather like executive power, was also going to be worked out in a relationship with secular government in every period and throughout Christendom in the ensuing centuries. Churches had to do this locally. Every secular authority, whether empire, kingdom or city-state, had its own arrangements to be accommodated. But in every type of relationship with governments, the church found itself struggling to assert strong leadership against the secular authority. The balance of power between church and state is a constant concern in the story told in this book.


  To Titus, Paul wrote a comprehensive list of desirable personal qualities to go with the list of ministerial duties, which closely resembles the list he sent to Timothy (1 Tim 3:1-7).


  I left you behind in Crete for this reason, that you should put in order what remained to be done, and should appoint elders in every town, as I directed you: someone who is blameless, married only once, whose children are believers, not accused of debauchery and not rebellious. For a bishop, as God’s steward, must be blameless; he must not be arrogant or quick-tempered or addicted to wine or violent or greedy for gain; but he must be hospitable, a lover of goodness, prudent, upright, devout, and self-controlled. He must have a firm grasp of the word that is trustworthy in accordance with the teaching, so that he may be able both to preach with sound doctrine and to refute those who contradict it. (Tit 1:5-9)


  Paul did not think every minister would necessarily have to have all the relevant gifts or necessarily had to exercise all these forms of ministry. There are different gifts. Some should be “apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, some pastors and teachers, to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ” (Eph 4:11-12).


  Decisions about special responsibilities and the best way to divide them up, taken at the very beginning and recorded in Acts, were thus to have an influence for centuries. When there were complaints that the practical needs of the widows and orphans of the community were being neglected, it was decided to appoint men with a special responsibility for practical pastoral matters, looking after the finances of the community and making sure the helpless and the poor were looked after (Acts 6). These were to be the deacons.


  Those specially appointed ministers who were to exercise leadership were also to teach and preach. These individuals were to be chosen by the whole community because it was important that they could be trusted to preserve the faith and not mislead the faithful. Reformers of the sixteenth century warmed to the tone of all this, because it seemed so free of the formalities and restrictions and power play of the institutional church in the West during the later Middle Ages.


  Bishops or elders? Were the church’s leading ministers to be called bishops (episcopoi) or elders (presbyteroi), and what was the difference? Probably there was no intended difference at first, and the New Testament authors used either word indifferently, but a difference emerged, and it grew to be important. In succeeding centuries two distinct categories emerged: bishops, as overseers of dioceses, and priests, as their deputies or vicars. The ancient diaconate lost its distinctive tasks and deacons became absorbed into a single hierarchy or ladder of ministry, where, mounting the first rung, a candidate would become a deacon, on the second rung a priest (elder?), with the episcopate (bishops) at the top.


  There were sharp distinctions of function and powers for those in the process of climbing this ladder. Deacons were not allowed to celebrate the Eucharist or to “absolve” penitents; priests could celebrate the Eucharist, and from the early Middle Ages they were allowed to grant absolution too. Only bishops were allowed to ordain, and in the first centuries, the centuries of public penance for serious sins, they were also the ministers of absolution.


  The allocation of these powers was to be of great concern to the Reformation’s leaders of opinion. They claimed that the balance of tasks and personal qualities outlined in the New Testament had been lost sight of, that the preaching and teaching and pastoral care described in the New Testament had given way to a sacerdotal conception of a priest’s role, in which a minister’s chief duty was to make “sacrifices” rather than to be a shepherd to his flock.


  Whether to have bishops or not to have bishops became a church-dividing issue for many sixteenth-century Reformers. The Lutheran Treatise on the Power and Primacy of the Pope of 1537 explained the history thus. “Formerly” it claimed, “the people elected pastors and bishops.” The role of the bishop of the local church (or a neighboring church if the election was of a bishop), was, it claimed, merely to confirm that choice by the laying on of hands. This was a mere ratification. Texts apparently of an early date—such as the writings of Clement, bishop of Rome, or those of Dionysius—appearing to support any other requirement, are dismissed as spurious or fictitious. It is only by human authority that the grades of bishop and elder or pastor are distinct, the treatise argues.[5]


  The reformer Martin Bucer (1491-1551) claimed in his Commonplaces that there was and should be no difference between a bishop and a priest. They held the same ministerial office, and deacons held the second:


  The Holy Spirit has appointed two distinct degrees in the Church’s ministry. . . . The one comprises the senior pastors, whom the Holy Spirit styles overseers and elders, . . . the other . . . comprises those who are to aid the elders in all their pastoral ministry and in feeding Christ’s sheep, . . . and . . . helping the needy.[6]


  Elders, as the followers of John Calvin (1509-1564) understood their role, should run their local churches by committee. Elders could even be laymen, some said, and therefore not infected with the high claims to special personal powers which bishops made. In Scotland, as we shall see, presbyterianism became the preferred form of church government. Richard Hooker recognized this as still a point of serious controversy at the end of the sixteenth century, when England was riven by factions wanting no more bishops and calling for a presbyterian style of church government instead:


  It is a matter of biblical interpretation to say “it is probable that in the Apostles’ times there were lay-elders . . . or to affirm that Bishops at the first were a name, but not a power distinct from presbyters.”[7]


  Vocational dramas. It also became important to be sure that those who exercised pastoral ministry had been properly instructed and “called” and “sent” for the purpose—and were not self-appointed or chosen by breakaway groups which admired charismatic leaders who might not be teaching the true faith. One of the reasons for the practice of sending a letter of introduction with priests who moved elsewhere was to ensure that this could not happen.


  The “calling” by the people could be dramatic. In the early centuries the shortage of good candidates, particularly for bishoprics, led to the practice of press ganging, where a likely subject would be seized by force, carried off and thrown down on the floor of the church to be forcibly ordained. Sometimes the new bishop was far from reluctant (though it was etiquette to look it, protesting unworthiness at one’s ordination). Augustine describes in his Confessions how he was brought by God’s guidance by means of “exhortations” and “terrors” and “consolations” to “preach the word” and minister the sacraments to God’s people.[8] For when he returned to North Africa after his baptism, he justifiably feared that he too would be captured for the ministry, though what he really wanted to do was to spend time living a monastic life with a group of friends, thinking about God.


  And so it fell out. First he was persuaded to allow himself to be ordained priest, as an assistant to the bishop of Hippo, and then a few years later he became bishop of Hippo himself. The ordination of the captured candidate, like that of every new minister, involved the laying on of hands in token of the calling of the Holy Spirit. This was God’s part of the “calling,” and it was soon held to be, like baptism and confirmation, permanent and unrepeatable, imposing a “character” or indelible stamp on the individual. So a new minister was thought to be set aside for ministry for the rest of his life, though able to serve other congregations than the one which first called him.


  The final element was the tie to a particular church, and with it, ministry to a particular congregation. This was later known as “title,” partly because as the church began to acquire property rights, holding a particular pastoral ministry provided the minister with a living and the local secular authorities with a vested interest in conferring these temporalities on the new incumbent. Medieval kings fell into the practice of leaving bishoprics vacant for a year so as to help themselves to the income. It was a convenience they began to view as perfectly proper.


  The increasingly formal set of requirements about ministry which evolved in the West by the end of the Middle Ages could give rise to a serious crisis, as happened with the Hussites, if one of these required elements was seen to be compromised. But the Reformers, as we shall see, took an altogether more radical approach. They were concerned not only with the authenticity of a succession but with the very nature of the ministry and its purpose.


  Local Churches and the Universal Church


  The church. The medieval and Reformation perception of the importance of the church’s unity were strongly colored by the assumptions about its institutional structure, many of which the Reformers rejected. All this was very Western. Of the five ancient patriarchates—Jerusalem, Antioch, Alexandria, Constantinople and Rome—only Rome was in Western Europe, the part of the Roman Empire where Latin, not Greek, was the dominant language. There it had had no rivals during all the centuries since there had first been a bishop of Rome, until the Reformation. It had developed a complex and hierarchical institutional structure within which archbishops throughout Europe were subordinate to the jurisdiction of the bishop of Rome, and under them served the bishops of individual dioceses, each with his priests or vicars and their local congregations. So the structural unity of the church in the West was made up of parts, each in its hierarchical place in the whole.


  In the Greek-speaking East the churches which came to be known as the “Orthodox” were familiar from an early stage with the difficulty of defining their areas of authority in relation to this fourfold structure. The solution they arrived at was to hold fast to one faith but allow variation of practice. Each patriarchate was “autocephalous,” having its own primate or patriarch, and running its own affairs. Churches, whether very local indeed or the size of the patriarchate, saw themselves not as parts, but as microcosms of the whole church.


  The overarching questions of primacy, including which of the five patriarchs was first, and in what sense, constituted a contentious subject from the end of antiquity. Medieval debate aimed at mending the schism which occurred in 1054 took place from time to time (see pp. 102-8), but by the Reformation most of those involved in the debates had lost sight of the huge difference in attitude and understanding. Lutherans made overtures to Constantinople, in the belief that a shared dislike of the papacy would be enough to enable them to form an alliance, and were surprised to be roundly rejected.[9] The distinction between “local and visible” and “universal and invisible” is an inheritance of these debates.


  The real practical problem at first, as the New Testament makes clear, was to keep a jumble of only too visible local churches together in the faith. Can anyone start a new local church? The New Testament answer is evidently yes. The missionaries who converted groups of Christians across the Roman Empire were doing precisely that. But Paul’s letters show that too much loyalty to the person who had converted the local community could cause problems. Apollos was a Jew from Alexandria who became an assistant to Paul at Corinth and preached with him at Ephesus before going on to Achaia. He was, it seems, a powerful and persuasive preacher, though it was suspected that he was creating not followers of Jesus but followers of John the Baptist. In any case, his grasp of the Christian gospel seems to have been incomplete. Priscilla and Aquila had to take him home and explain the difference to him (Acts 18:26).


  In 1 Corinthians, Paul found himself responding to a letter from a worried community which had become divided in its personal loyalties. First Corinthians 1:10-12 describes the emergence of factions with personal loyalties, some to him, some to Apollos. This tendency to adhere to a human leader who has preached an attractive gospel reappears throughout Christian history. It is the same instinct that has led to Christians calling themselves Benedictines, Franciscans, Dominicans, Lutherans, Calvinists and Wesleyans, and which can still bind a congregation to a charismatic pastor, and blind it to what threatens to be the creation of a new sect around a figure commanding adulation.


  Even if there were no such special focus of loyalty to a particular individual, in growing local churches it soon became impossible for the leader of the community to be pastor to so many, perhaps over a considerable geographical area. A local bishop could not lead worship every week throughout a large diocese; there would have to be smaller local worshiping communities. The bishops could not be constantly traveling to run all their parishes on a daily basis; priests were chosen to be the bishop’s deputies or vicars. This, rather than forming a team of equal elders, became the preferred solution to the problems created by missionary success throughout Christendom in the first centuries.


  A priest remained with his bishop in his diocese unless there was a reason to move, and then his bishop would send him to his new bishop with a letter of recommendation, testifying to his suitability and good character and stating that he had been properly ordained.


  What was the church in each place? What was the “church in each place”? Was it a fragment or complete in itself? Was it a part of the whole or a microcosm of the macrocosm? How were these units or entities related to one another, and how could they hold together in the unity of one church? A controversy divided Europe again and again over the centuries about fixing the date of Easter. This did not appear at the time to be just an unimportant difference of dating. It seemed a church-dividing matter, fragmenting the Easter moment of commemoration of the resurrection and therefore the church.


  It certainly seemed like that at one of the high points of the controversy, recorded by Bede in his Ecclesiastical History. At the synod called at Whitby in the north of England in 664 to discuss the domestic and political difficulties caused by a king and a queen of different persuasions celebrating Easter on different days, King Oswiu of Northumbria “began by declaring that it was fitting that those who served one God should observe one rule of life and not differ in the celebration of the heavenly sacraments, seeing that they all hoped for one kingdom in heaven.” The Synod ruled against the local Ionan tradition of calculating the date of Easter, in favor of conformity to the practice of Rome.[10] The problem became controversial again in the late sixteenth century when the West moved to the Gregorian calendar decreed by Pope Gregory XIII in 1582, and the Orthodox found themselves celebrating Easter on a different day from Western Christians, as still happens.


  3
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  The Idea of Faith
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  What Do We Believe? Trying to Put the Faith in a Nutshell


  Centuries before the exact parameters of Scripture were officially acknowledged, the Christian community found it needed not only to reach agreement about how to make decisions together about the way to live as a community, but also to frame an agreed statement of the essentials of the faith. That need did not disappear with the emergence of the Scriptures. The Bible is neither a textbook of systematic theology nor a short guide for beginners (though as we shall see, some seventeenth-century critics thought it might be just a starting place for Christian thought, ready to be expanded).


  Christians found from the earliest times that they needed approved statements (creeds) of manageable length, which new converts could study with an instructor so that they could come to an informed understanding of their new faith. Creed comes from the Latin credo, meaning “I believe.” Those who were baptized would then confess—“declare their faith”—before the gathered congregation using such a formula as a sign that they shared the common faith.


  The Apostles’ Creed in the version it has come down to us was certainly not made up by the apostles contributing a clause each, as the old story went. The Creed probably took its present form no earlier than the seventh century. But long before it evolved into its final form in the West, a version was in use in the liturgy, and the basic structure and contents of the Creed had been acknowledged as the Christian ‘rule of faith (regula fidei)’ since the days of Ignatius of Antioch (c. 35-c. 107), Irenaeus (c. 130-c. 200), and Tertullian (c. 160-c. 225).


  Credo was also credimus (we believe) when the congregation declared its faith together in worship. It was a short step from there to a different sort of creed, an official statement of orthodox views specifically designed to reject those of heretics. The earliest of these which is still in common use in worship is the Nicene Creed of 325. This was slightly amended in 381 by another council held at Constantinople.


  So the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed was the product of formal meetings of representatives of local churches which tried to address the threat to the faith posed by the teachings of Arius (c. 260-336). He was a priest from Alexandria who had been attracting a lot of attention and interest, and who was feared to be misleading the faithful. The Council of Nicaea was called together by the emperor Constantine, the first Christian emperor. The emperor, as a layman, took no part in the debate or decision making. It met near what is now Iznik in Turkey. The emperor summoned the bishops of both Eastern and Western Christendom, each of whom was allowed to bring a retinue of two priests and three deacons, though only bishops had the right to vote. Far more seem to have come from the East than from the West, which sent only five or six; although the pope sent two legates, he did not go himself. Nevertheless, this was the first comprehensive attempt to assemble an ecumenical (world) council, and it helped to establish the principle that bishops, as leaders of their local churches, represented their people at such meetings.


  The problems the Arian popular movement had created were real enough, and the church would have needed to address them officially in any case. Early Christianity had to work out its doctrinal framework in the context of a world of thought where Plato’s ideas were dominant. Plato considered that a God who was so high as to be in a sense even beyond “being” was the only God worthy of worship by philosophers; and intellectuals of the late antique world, especially the Greek-speaking ones, were brought up to be philosophers. So intellectual respectability was at stake. Just as Augustine had had to write a book about the nature of the church that educated and philosophically trained Latin-speaking readers would respect, so at the Greek-speaking end of the empire, it was necessary to describe God in a way similarly educated readers could respect.


  As Christianity began to attract interest in the late Roman world, it entered into a dialogue with Platonism, and Platonic forms of expression began to permeate Christian thinking. The Platonist philosophers had a conception of a divine “trinity.” But in their way of thinking this was hierarchical, God being utterly transcendent, with his Word or Logos inferior to him as an intermediary between God and the cosmos. Another entity, a “Soul of the World,” stood lower still in the sequence. This World Soul was able to come into contact with the material world and realize the ideas or “forms” in matter, thus bringing into being a physical world. It was therefore hard for Platonists to accept both that the Word or Son of God is truly God, just as the Father, and that at the incarnation he also truly became man. Just as with Arius’s subordinationist alternative to the divinity of the Son, many alternative ways of understanding and qualifying the humanity of the Son—more like the donning of a garment or the wearing of a mask—were tried out.


  The Nicene Council produced the Nicene Creed, whose great achievement was to establish both the concept and the terminology which have defined orthodox trinitarian theology ever since. In 381 a follow-up council was held at Constantinople. They agreed to slight revisions to the Nicene Creed and agreed to the form in which it is still used in worship. The essential principle established was that Christ is “of the same substance” (homoousios) with the Father, while having a distinct hypostasis, which the Latins translated as persona.


  It had become apparent that concentration on the themes of the Arian controversy had left the definition of the Holy Spirit incomplete and his divinity uncertain. So it was emphasized that he “proceeds from the Father” and is therefore of the same being or “substance.” This council also helped to establish the Christian doctrine of the Trinity as involving the three divine Persons as equally God, and not forming a hierarchy of descending levels of divinity. This idea involved debates of immense philosophical and theological sophistication and was to be challenged repeatedly in succeeding centuries.


  Arianism outlasted these councils and became a political preference as much as a theological standpoint. Eventually being an Arian became partly a matter of where one lived, with some parts of Europe following an Arian tradition, and the Goths and Visigoths and Vandals, who helped bring the Roman Empire to destruction, conquering it as longstanding Arian tribes. So one of the lessons of the Nicaea experiment was the persistence of mistaken opinions among Christians, especially when they became entangled with politics.


  Some big issues for the faith: One Almighty God? This first “official” statement of faith to be accepted by a council that claimed to represent the whole church certainly bears the marks of being framed to rebut heretical challenges. It emerged in times of huge conflict, and its wording reflects the battles which had been going on. But it also took account of known longstanding disputes. For example, the opening statement deals with the most fundamental question of all. Is there only one God and is he all powerful?


  I believe in one God, the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth, and of all things visible and invisible.


  This phrase counters the teaching of the dualists who had been challengers of Christianity from the very beginning. They claimed that there were two opposing primal powers in the universe, neither omnipotent. One was good and the other evil. Dualists also claimed that all material things, the physical and visible world, were the creation of a second God, the ultimate source of evil in the universe, while the good God ruled only the spiritual and invisible realm. So the framers of the wording of the creed needed to stress that there is only one God and that he made everything, matter as well as spirit. The Apostles’ Creed begins with the same emphasis on the almightiness of the Father and his making of earth as well as heaven:


  I believe in God, the Father Almighty, the Maker of heaven and earth.


  The first dualists, who were teaching before Christianity began, were the Gnostics. Then came the Manichees, to whom Augustine belonged for a decade in his youth. In the Middle Ages, a variety of groups known as Bogomils, Cathars, Albigensians and so on took up the dualist cause. All these tried to solve the problem of evil (how can there be evil in the world if it was made by an all-powerful and perfectly good God?) in essentially the same way.


  The Nicene Creed also attempts to resolve the other long-running debate, about the hierarchical versus the equal Trinity, with its statement of belief


  in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, begotten of the Father before all worlds; God of God, Light of Light, very God of very God; begotten, not made, being of one substance with the Father, by whom all things were made.


  The emphasis on the belief that Jesus is begotten of the Father and of one substance with him, not inferior in any way, was a necessary rebuttal of Platonist assumptions. Christian orthodoxy was crystallized in the process of defining the difference, and then fixed its position in a creedal statement. The resulting Nicene definition was also sharply contemporary and topical because it addressed the very reason for the calling of the council. It was designed to refute the followers of the priest Arius (the Arian heretics) who, influenced by Platonism, seemed to be saying that Christ was not coeternal with the Father or of the same substance. The same intellectual struggle was stretching the capacity of the Greek language, as it was to do for Latin, when a new exactness was required in expressing concepts previously unheard of.


  The creedal legacy. The Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed was the product of two ecumenical councils responding to heretical contro­versy.[1] The Apostles’ Creed is historically much more difficult to pin down, but even after it began to be realized that it was not the work of the apostles themselves but probably a Carolingian construct based on a creed used in early liturgies, it kept its place in worship. The sixth- or late-fifth-century Athanasian Creed, with its emphasis on the doctrine of the Trinity and on Christology, has also kept a toehold in the liturgies of many churches—including the Lutheran, Anglican and Roman Catholic—despite or perhaps because of its unequivocal anathemas condemning those who think differently. The creeds (the Apostles’ and Nicene in particular) formed a body of foundational texts whose authenticity and importance was not seriously questioned in the Middle Ages.


  Reformers of the sixteenth century saw the creeds as profoundly reliable, sometimes as inspired texts. In his Table Talk, the conversations at meals noted by John Aurifaber, which show Martin Luther (1483-1546) at his most informal and sharp-witted, Luther is recorded as taking a very high view of the Apostles’ Creed as divinely inspired:


  I believe the words of the Apostles’ Creed to be the work of the Holy Ghost; the Holy Spirit alone could have enunciated things so grand, in terms so precise, so expressive, so powerful. No human creature could have done it, nor all the human creatures of ten thousand worlds. This creed, then, should be the constant object of our most serious attention. For myself, I cannot too highly admire or venerate it.[2]


  Calvin, born half a generation later and educated in a new Renaissance approach to early texts, could be critical about historical origins. He perhaps saw further than Luther into the puzzle about the origin of this text. He was aware of some of its ancestry in early liturgy. In discussing the statement that Christ “descended into hell,” he comments that “it appears from the ancient writers that this phrase which we read in the Creed was once not so much used in the churches.”


  He balances this difficulty against what to him is a far more important certainty:


  But it matters little by whom or at what time this clause was inserted. Rather, the noteworthy point about the Creed is this: we have in it a summary of our faith, full and complete in all details; and containing nothing in it except what has been derived from the pure Word of God.[3]


  The enduring value of the creeds for the Reformers lay in their brevity and comprehensiveness. They were of a sufficiently small compass to be committed easily to memory. They could become familiar through use in worship. They could form a basis for catechetical instruction.


  One Faith and Different Rites


  Where was the line to be drawn between faith and rites? It was never disputed that the faith was one (Eph 4:5), and all Christians everywhere should hold the same faith, though there was often disagreement about what that faith essentially included. Sometimes groups of Christians, particularly in the Reformation, claimed that they alone had the true faith, but they still held to the principle that Christianity was a single faith. It was not suggested that other communities could differ on these essential points without being heretics.


  On the other hand, most Christians did not insist that all communities follow exactly the same pattern of worship. Rites or ceremonies could to some extent legitimately vary, said the councils and synods of the early church. First Corinthians 8:8-9, where Paul speaks of the conditional freedom Christians have not to adhere strictly to the dietary restrictions of the Old Testament, provided a scriptural warrant. In fact the proper scope of ritual variety was a more frequent preoccupation than matters of faith.


  In the Reformation the possibility was canvassed that some things are indifferent, adiaphora.[4] This was not taken to mean that they did not matter, but that holding a particular view or following a particular practice beyond the essentials of the faith was not in itself a condition of salvation. The basis of this apparent permissiveness in the later Middle Ages and the Reformation was something relatively new. It rested on claims that the institutional church had been adding unnecessary requirements and burdening the faithful with the fear that in order to be saved they must comply with mere “human impositions,” which is what John Wyclif (c. 1330-1384) called many of the ritual and ceremonial requirements of the late medieval church.


  Luther wholeheartedly agreed. The debate about ceremonies concentrated the anger of Reformers of many colors about the human impositions of which the Church stood accused at the end of the Middle Ages. These Martin Luther had considered oppressive and likely to “terrify the consciences” of the faithful. Lutherans debated the point energetically. The Augsburg Confession says that “it is not necessary for human traditions, that is, rites and ceremonies, to be everywhere alike.”


  The legitimate variability of rites, “traditions and ceremonies” is also asserted in Article 34 of the Thirty-Nine Articles of the Church of England. But it could also be claimed there that deeper matters of good order are involved. For “he that offendeth against the common order of the Church, and hurteth the authority of the Magistrate, and woundeth the consciences of the weak brethren” is in breach of good order because he harms others. Each “particular or national Church” is held to have “authority to ordain its own rites” as well as “authority to ordain, change, and abolish, ceremonies or rites of the Church ordained only by man’s authority, so that all things be done to edifying.”


  Of ceremonies, thought the sixteenth century Church of England, “some are good although man-made as well for a decent order in the Church . . . as because they pertain to edification.” The principle to be followed is to find a middle way between those who “think it a great matter of conscience to depart from . . . their old customs” to which they are “addicted” and those who are “so new-fangled, that they would innovate all things, and so do despise the old, that nothing can like them but that [which is] is new.” “And besides this, Christ’s gospel is not a ceremonial law, as much of Moses’ law was, but it is a religion to serve God, . . . in the freedom of spirit.”[5] There were important related dimensions such as the old question whether Christians were still obliged to obey the law of Moses, the point raised in the text about freedom to eat, from 1 Corinthians 8. Article seven of the Thirty-Nine Articles tackles the question whether the Old Testament’s ritual requirements should still be binding on modern Christians. “The Old Testament is not contrary to the New” is the starting-point. Then the article makes a distinction between “Ceremonies and Rites,” which “do not bind Christian men,” the “Civil precepts,” which “ought of necessity to be received in any commonwealth,” and the “Commandments which are called Moral,” which are deemed still to be binding. In this discussion, the controversy at issue is one we shall meet throughout this book—whether the church can make human impositions a requirement for the faithful.


  In the end, when Elizabethan England was consumed by debates about the wearing of clerical vestments, Richard Hooker complained in some exasperation that the whole question was taking up so much time and energy that it was distracting theologians from more important matters: “This unhappie controversie, about the received ceremonies and discipline of the Church of England, which hath so long time withdrawne so many of her Ministers from their principall worke, and imployed their studies in contentious oppositions.”[6]


  Those Protestant communities that retained the basic liturgical patterns of worship, notably the Lutherans and the Anglicans, and particularly for the celebration of the Eucharist, tended to adopt and carefully modify their practices for orthodoxy, as they held it. The wording which was traditional in the now quite localized patterns of worship of the Western Middle Ages, they retained in differing sequence, key stages or episodes, such as the ministry of the Word, confession and general absolution, the recitation of the creed, prayer, the thanksgiving, the consecration of the bread and wine, the receiving of the consecrated elements by the individual. There seems to have been little in this process which was felt to require a comprehensive study of the development of rites in the Eastern Church.


  Calvin and other Reformers similarly minded preferred to dispense with much of this inherited detail. In worship at Strasburg or Geneva there would be confession and general absolution or a statement of God’s forgiveness at the beginning; and there would be reading from Scripture, preaching, prayer and intercession, singing of psalms and use of the creed, with considerable variation of order allowed.
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  Where Was the Bible?
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  Adding to the Old Testament


  When the Christian faith began to spread, it was obvious at once that it was not going to be easy to maintain unity of faith in an enormous empire where the fastest means of transport was still the horse. And in the first Christian centuries it was not possible simply to turn to the Bible as it would come to be known. As yet the Bible was a series of separate books. It was not even universally agreed which books were parts of the Bible and which were not, although only a few of the writings that came to be received as canonical were ever widely debated. It was not practical to expect local church communities—let alone individuals—to own copies even of those. Copies would have been far too costly.[1]


  The creation of an agreed “canon” or authoritative list of the Old Testament texts took place within Judaism over several centuries, ending as late as the second century A.D. Even then it does not seem to have been regarded by all as fixed. Communities such as the Samaritans and the Sadducees had their own independent views of the acceptability (or not) of particular texts. Although we know from Acts that there were controversies at the very beginning about the status of the Old Testament’s rules for living, the Christians and their satellites are not recorded as having begun the task of determining the precise limits of which were to be their own sacred books until the second century. Then, about 140, Marcion (c. 85-c. 160), the son of the bishop of Sinope on the Black Sea, and a wealthy contributor to Christian funds, suggested making a list. He wanted to include some letters of Paul and portions of what became Luke’s Gospel, but he rejected the Gospel of Matthew and the Gospel of John. He also took a stand against the Old Testament, which he seems to have claimed to be the book of an inferior God, the God of justice and punishment portrayed there, in contrast with the book of the supreme God of the Christians, whose gospel Christ had come to earth to bring his people. This was not quite full dualism, but it was possibly Marcion who introduced the germ of an idea which became familiar in later centuries, that the Old Testament tells of the evil God, the God who made the material world, while the New Testament is the book of the good God, the God of spirit.


  Marcion was roundly rejected as a heretic in 144 at a hearing in Rome, but seeds had been sown. The Christian community as a whole began to realize that deciding which books to approve formally as God’s Word and which to reject was a matter of some importance. It was agreed that the Old Testament in the Greek version known as the Septuagint should be adopted. For what was to become the New Testament, some Pauline epistles were already circulating in collections before the end of the first century, and Gospels which were understood to preserve the memories of Jesus’ disciples are mentioned in the early second century.


  Origen (185-254) was the first leading authority to draw up a working list of all the books now found in the New Testament, except for the epistles of James, 2 Peter and 2–3 John. He also included writings which it was eventually agreed ought to be left out, notably the Shepherd of Hermas, a second-century collection of visions, instructions and parables urging Christians to defend the purity and integrity of the church.


  It was not until the empire became officially “Christian” with the conversion of Emperor Constantine early in the fourth century that the task of deciding the boundaries of the New Testament came close to completion. In 367 Athanasius (c. 296-373), bishop of Alexandria, included a list in his Easter letter which includes all the books now in the New Testament canon. His list for the Old Testament, however, did not quite match. He included the book of Baruch and the Letter of Jeremiah, but he left out Esther. In 382 Pope Damasus issued a list at a council of Rome. In 393 a synod held at Hippo in North Africa, where Augustine was now bishop, formally approved the content of the modern New Testament and the Septuagint. The decision was ratified by Councils of Carthage in 397 and 419. In 405 a later pope, Innocent I, sent a list of canonical books to the bishop of Toulouse. In Augustine’s time the Scriptures were still copied in separate books and not by any means always bound as a single volume, so listing of books could be a practical help to those forming a collection of canonically accepted texts. The only substantial difference between the list now becoming accepted in the Latin-speaking West and that of the Greek-speaking East was whether or not to include the book of Revelation. By the fifth century that seems to have won acceptance in the East as it had long before in the West.


  This fourth- and fifth-century discussion is an important historical witness to the complexity of the relationship between the writing of the books of the Bible and their approval and acceptance by the community of Christians under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, during the forming of the canon of the Scriptures in the first Christian centuries.


  What recommended the writings included in the canon of Scripture? Considering the underlying principles of canonicity, Augustine advises the reader to rely on the “authority” of as many “catholic churches” as possible. Those local (that is, diocesan or provincial) churches which consider themselves to be in unity with the whole church are “catholic.” Best of all for reliability are the opinions of those churches which are known to have received “apostolic letters”—letters from Paul or Peter or James—or were apostolic sees.[2]


  This is a different approach from asking what evidence there is that a given writing was inspired by God. What understanding of the idea of divine inspiration did the early church hold? The idea was certainly in the mind of Jerome (c. 345-420), for he said he did not consider himself inspired when he made the Latin translation that became the Vulgate and replaced the many versions of the Old Latin translation for general use in the West. A standard way of depicting the Evangelists in medieval iconography was to show the Gospel-writer writing his Gospel with a dove speaking into his ear (compare Acts 4:25).


  This patristic conception of inspiration as a form of divine whispering in the ear, a direct implanting in the human author’s mind of the exact words to be written down as the Word of God, remained strong. It outlasted the Middle Ages. It still seemed appropriate to Zwingli in the sixteenth century. But meanwhile there had been a growing recognition of the fact that Scripture also had human authors, and their role could be complex and even uncertain. A favorite medieval example was the prophet Amos’s statement “I am no prophet” in Amos 7:14. Did he mean that he was not always prophesying but sometimes just talking about ordinary things as other human beings did? If so, did he himself know when what he said was God’s word, not his own? And how were his listeners to tell the difference?[3] Reformation scholars were highly conscious of such difficulties, as we shall see.


  The patristic period and the earlier Middle Ages had seen the evolution of a loose hierarchy of authoritative texts. Jerome, in his De viris illustribus, had begun to draw up the list, and Gennadius of Marseilles (fl. 470) had continued it, with a tradition of such list making continuing through the Middle Ages, growing steadily longer as more recent authors were added. This process perhaps helped to crystallize the understanding which eventually became defined that there had been a special period during which God had continued to speak directly to certain human authors of the texts which became the Scriptures. This had come to an end, and the early Christian writers such as Augustine and Gregory the Great, although they were felt to have authority, were not inspired in the same way.


  Medieval academe gave considerable thought to the role of the human authors of Scripture—Moses (who was believed to be the author of the first five books of the Old Testament), the prophets, the Gospel writers and the authors of the New Testament epistles—and to trying to distinguish the ways in which God spoke through them.[4] A sophisticated, many-layered understanding emerged. Nicholas of Cusa (1401-1464), for example, notes that when the author of the letter to the Hebrews acknowledges that “God spoke through the prophets in many ways” (Multifarie multisque modis olim Deus loquens patribus in prophetis [Heb 1:1-2]), he was seeking to open the Scriptures (aperire scripturas) and prove (probat) that Christ is the Son of God.[5]


  Such guiding principles were going to be important when it came to the Reformation debates about whether Scripture had a unique authority, and thus whether any equally authoritative text could be created by the church or by any individual with prophetic visions (or delusions).


  Reformation debates about the canon of Scripture. The canon question settled down during the Middle Ages, largely no doubt because the completion of the Vulgate provided a fixed and accepted Latin version. But some of the sixteenth-century Reformers raised it again. Martin Luther included in one of his attempts to put down Johannes Eck a robust dismissal of 2 Maccabees, on the grounds that this and other apocryphal books were not cited by the New Testament writers as other Old Testament books were. But Luther also argued that certain books which seemed to counter the doctrines that God justified only through faith (sola fide) and that only Scripture was a reliable source of teaching for the Christian (sola scriptura) could not be canonical. He originally tried to get Hebrews, the epistle of James as well as Jude and Revelation removed from the canon. He did not succeed, but in Luther’s German translation of the Bible these books still come last.


  The Reformers, including Zwingli and Calvin, continued to reject the apocryphal books; Protestant Bibles have omitted them. And Zwingli, like Luther, was uncertain about the inclusion of Revelation. Such reopening of these old questions may have been a factor in prompting the Council of Trent to list the apocryphal books explicitly among the canonical books of the Bible.


  Part of the problem was the difficulty of establishing common ground as to what constituted proof or authority when it came to defining the canon. For Rome the answer was straightforward: the Church had decided. In book 1.7 of the Institutes of Christian Religion, however, Calvin asserts that the authenticity of Scripture is attested by the Holy Spirit and not fundamentally by a formal act of recognition by the institutional church. This almost amounts to arguing that Scripture is self-authenticating, its own witness.


  Creating a Standard Text of the Bible for Use in the West


  The version of the Bible used almost exclusively in the West from the fifth century to the sixteenth was the Vulgate (meaning “common” or “standard”) translation of Jerome. The Vulgate was not meant to present a barrier to understanding for ordinary Christians, quite the opposite. It was the vernacular translation of its day, made for a Latin-speaking population.


  When Jerome made this translation it was urgently needed for two reasons. The first was that the Roman Empire was beginning to decay and split into two parts, the Greek-speaking East and the Latin-speaking West. The Greek in which the New Testament and the Septuagint version of the Old Testament had been written was no longer easily understood in the West. Even in Augustine’s youth, boys had been expected to learn Greek, though he complains that he never really mastered it. The second reason was that a confusing variety of independent translations into Latin had been made (known as the Old Latin versions). Jerome seemed the ideal choice as a translator because he had studied Hebrew as well as Greek, and he was commissioned by Pope Damasus I in 382 to produce a new, single, reliable translation.


  The concept of “inspiration” was already important when Jerome made his translation. He was confident that the Bible was the Word of God. But as we have seen, when he asked himself whether his translation was itself inspired, he said he thought not. He did not have a sense that the Holy Spirit had dictated to him word by word as he worked at the translation. That did not prevent students of the Bible in succeeding centuries from treating the Vulgate as though it was directly inspired, for this was “the Bible” as they knew it, and endless effort was put into discussing the finest points of detail of Jerome’s wording.


  Latin and the emergence of new vernaculars. As the “barbarians” took over the decaying Roman Empire, knowledge of Latin diminished in Western Europe, except among the educated. In much of the old empire Latin decayed and developed over the centuries into the Romance languages of today, producing Italian, Spanish, Portuguese, French, Romanian and (in part, and with a large contribution from French) modern English. Elsewhere the Teutonic or Germanic languages became dominant, as in Anglo-Saxon England.


  At the same time, Latin itself remained a living language. Knowledge of Latin did not disappear. During the same centuries, up to the sixteenth century and beyond, it was still developing and maturing into a stylish vehicle of expression of sophisticated Christian thought.[6]


  But it became a learned language used only by monks and clerics. From the sixth century Latin speakers were mainly the monks and nuns who spent their lives in prayers and reading. The study of the Bible had always been central in medieval theology. But the formal study of theology was now to be confined for centuries to a small clerical class, and once universities were invented at the end of the twelfth century, it became even more the special prerogative of a highly educated specialist class of scholars engaged in advanced and sophisticated studies.


  In an earlier era when the three “biblical languages” were in active use, Augustine already understood the need to take careful note of linguistic differences in studying the text of the Bible: “Users of the Latin language . . . need two others, Hebrew and Greek, for an understanding of the divine scriptures, so that recourse may be had to the original versions if any uncertainty arises from the infinite variety of Latin translators.”[7]


  With this in mind, Augustine discusses the principles on which authorities in different languages are to be compared with one another. “To correct any Latin manuscripts, Greek ones should be used and among these the Septuagint is supreme when it comes to the Old Testament.” Whether it is true that each of the seventy worked independently in a separate cell and all their versions agreed, or whether they discussed and collaborated, as Augustine clearly believes, he takes this version to be the result of a divine dispensation. He stresses that very literal (word-for-word, de verbo ad verbum) translations may be of value when trying to explain a passage.[8]


  All this notwithstanding, “there are certain words in particular languages which just cannot be translated into the idioms of another language” and “translators often meet not only individual words but also whole phrases which simply cannot be expressed in the idioms of the Latin language, at least not if one wants to maintain the usage of ancient speakers of Latin.”[9] Translation had in some earlier periods involved a painstaking word-for-word approach, though it was well enough understood that that was not guaranteed to work as a method of conveying the sense. In the expanding university syllabus the emphasis remained upon learned languages and their differences, although pragmatically speaking there was at least as much need to think about the ground rules for making the numerous translations of the Bible into the vernacular which were underway from the fifteenth century (and in pockets, earlier).


  There was a further complex of considerations here. Translation, paraphrase and interpretation are closely connected in Latin, conveying as a group every nuance of the process of turning a passage from one language into another, including the use of modes of speech (modi lo­quendi) within a single language. The Latin interpres means both “translator” and “interpreter.” When Jerome made the new translation of the Bible into Latin, which became the Vulgate, he described himself as interpres. Jerome acknowledges in his Commentary on the Pauline Epistles that a passage which is clear in the Greek may become obscure if it is translated into Latin de verbo ad verbum, that is by simply substituting a word in the first language by a word in the other.[10] A “translator” must embrace a wider spectrum and not only find the most appropriate counterpart words between languages or modes of speaking, but also try to place them in the juxtapositions and contexts that will best assist speakers of the second language to understand what the words in the first language really mean. From the moment a word gets into a sentence it has what medieval logicians called a “supposition,” that is, a particular coloring which it takes from that specific use in context.


  The Ministry of the Word in the Early Church


  The Bible has always had its place in worship, both in “readings” and in exposition by the minister, who might talk to the congregation to explain the readings and draw attention to particular lessons to be drawn from the Lessons. But read aloud in Latin portions, the Bible had a limited role in teaching the medieval laity about their faith. And sermons became rarities in ordinary parish churches in the Middle Ages. In any case, those too would normally be in Latin, though some late medieval sermons were “macaronic,” in a mixture of Latin and the vernacular. Bible stories in pictures were often provided on the walls of medieval churches for the congregation to use as visual aids to help them learn the Christian story and the message of the gospel.


  This simplified and rather homely medieval ministry of the Word with occasional homilies contrasts with the sophisticated preaching that evolved during the early Christian centuries, before the fall of the Roman Empire brought down with it much of the culture of antiquity. At the end of antiquity one of the most important duties of a bishop was to preach on the Bible. As bishop of Hippo, Augustine would preach lengthy sermons to rapt congregations in which—in a serial, sermon after sermon—he would comment on a selected book of Scripture (for example, St. John’s Gospel or the Psalms).


  He must have done this rather well to command such audiences. But then he was a professional orator. In Augustine’s generation and before, rhetoric was the high point of the education of the leaders of society. The study of grammar, literature, logic and even philosophy were all designed to ensure that an educated man could argue a case persuasively and elegantly. Augustine discussed an aspect of the use of rhetorical skills in book 4 of On Christian Learning (De doctrina Christiana). God uses different figures and styles in the Bible. Do not feel that as a Christian you must avoid the use of rhetorical skills, he says (4.2.3.4). If you do, you will give the devil all the best tunes and confine yourself to dull and uninviting language. Those with the skill should not hesitate to use their knowledge of rhetoric either to help them identify the stylistic devices the Bible uses in order to understand it better, or to aid in their own preaching and teaching.[11]


  Rhetoric was understood to be the “art of persuasion,” because it involved framing an argument in such a way as to exhort or encourage listeners. Preachers needed to do that if they were to bring their hearers to live better Christian lives. But complex rules emerged about how best to achieve it. In the De doctrina Christiana, Augustine tackled several questions which were urgent in his time but which turned out to be important later too. In his discussion of the use of stylistic devices, for example, he licensed the energetic technical explorations of many succeeding centuries.[12] The influence of Augustine remained huge throughout the Middle Ages in the West, long after these rhetorical studies had ceased to be the usual equipment of every educated man. In the modest surviving collection of popular medieval sermons, the print of Augustine’s theories is still visible.


  In North Africa, Augustine found he had to deal with highly educated exiles from Italy, who were running from the threat of the barbarian invasions which were progressively destroying the empire. One of the key events, the sack of Rome by Alaric the Visigoth and his armies in 410, fell in Augustine’s lifetime. It was seen as symbolic, and it was also an indication that the device of meeting the invaders on their terms and allowing them pieces of the empire, which had been used by Rome’s administrators, was not working.


  These angry intellectuals-in-exile pointed indignantly to the fact that this collapse had begun only after the emperor Constantine had declared himself a Christian in 312. They said they had read the Christian Scriptures and thought them badly written and naive. Augustine had felt the same as an arrogant young student, preparing to be a professor of rhetoric in Carthage and later in Italy, in Milan. He admits as much in his Confessions. “It seemed to me unworthy in comparison with the dignity [dignitas] of Cicero,” he writes. “My arrogance recoiled from its modesty (modum eius) and my sharp wits did not penetrate to its inwardness” (3, v. 9). So he wrote the De doctrina Christiana to discuss the literary claims of the Scriptures and the ways in which rhetorical knowledge ought to be used in connection with reading and preaching. This book was immensely influential and important in the centuries which followed, not only because it asked some of the most demanding questions of the age but also because it included a first attempt to work out how many ways there might be to interpret a particular passage of Scripture.


  Finding Many Meanings in Scripture


  Can a given passage in the Bible have more than one meaning? No sophisticated educated reader of Augustine’s time could fail to be aware that language is used in many ways which go beyond the making of plain statements. It was by no means a new idea that some passages of Scripture were meant to be taken figuratively. An obvious example is Jesus’ parables. When Jesus told the parable of the sower, he did not mean his listeners to believe that he was describing a real sower of real seeds. He was telling a story, a story with a message, so the “literal” meaning of the story was the message, not what the narrative related.


  This question about the literalness of what seems clearly to be intended figuratively was recognized down the centuries. Luther commented on it too:


  Dr. Luther was asked whether the history of the rich man and Lazarus was a parable or a natural fact? He replied: The earlier part of the story is evidently historical; the persons, the circumstances, the existence of the five brothers, all this is given in detail. The reference to Abraham is allegorical, and highly worthy of observation. We learn from it that there are abodes unknown to us, where the souls of men are; secrets into which we must not inquire. No mention is made of Lazarus’ grave; whence we may judge, that in God’s eyes, the soul occupies far more place than the body. Abraham’s bosom is the promise and assurance of salvation, and the expectation of Jesus Christ; not heaven itself, but the expectation of heaven.[13]


  But what were the rules? Here Augustine faced a difficulty because in his time the solutions known to his successors remained to be devised. The most useful recent book about the interpretation of the Bible had been written by Tyconius. Tyconius was a fourth-century Donatist.


  Despite the discomfort of using the ideas of a schismatic (and Augustine believed that schism was the worst form of heresy, so he considered that Tyconius was a heretic as well as a schismatic), in book 3 of the De doctrina Christiana Augustine sets out the rules of Tyconius the Donatist by which the text of Scripture is to be searched for literal and figurative interpretation according to established principles. He makes some modifications[14] but essentially he gives Tyconius’s seven rules for reading puzzling passages of Scripture because he thinks they are useful.[15] They are far from clear and represent a relatively primitive attempt to resolve the question. For example, the relationship of Christ and church is that of head and body. Sometimes the Bible speaks of the head meaning the body and vice versa. In the visible church on earth as Augustine believed, “wheat and weeds” grow together until harvest (Mt 13:30). So sometimes the Bible speaks of the church in a way which sounds inaccurate unless that is remembered. Although Tyconius’s rules as discussed by Augustine are formidably difficult to grasp and to apply, they went on being taken seriously, for example by Hugh of St. Victor (1096-1142) in the twelfth century.[16]


  Much of book 2 of Augustine’s De doctrina Christiana is concerned with the need to understand the words Scripture uses so as not to miss the subtler implications and figurative senses which Augustine the rhetorician is confident are to be found there. His training had taught him that language works on the understanding in complex ways. In book 3 Augustine encourages the student to apply himself to discussing and resolving the ambiguities in Scripture (discutienda atque solvenda), equipping himself with a knowledge of languages, using reliable texts based on the manuscripts and an awareness that sometimes there may even be a need for emendation.[17] He is to look to punctuation and to try reading aloud, for example to test the length of the syllables, and some ambiguities will disappear in that way.[18] The reader should keep very close to the words of the text and look constantly for the lessons to be learned from reading those words as applying figuratively to something more than their surface appearance suggests.


  The words, “I slept, and took rest; and rose, for the Lord will take me up,” lead us to believe that this Psalm is to be understood as in the Person of Christ; for they sound more applicable to the Passion and Resurrection of our Lord, than to that history in which David’s flight is described from the face of his rebellious son. And, since it is written of Christ’s disciples, “The sons of the bridegroom fast not as long as the bridegroom is with them” [Mt 9:15] it is no wonder if by his undutiful son be here meant that undutiful disciple who betrayed Him.[19]


  For Augustine the most important feature of figurative language is that it is surprising. It departs from the expected meaning (e.g., from “lion” as a beast to Christ as “Lion of Judah”), though it must be said, always in accord with the rule of faith. The Latin translatio was used in ancient rhetoric for the “transference” or sideways movement from the literal to a figurative or metaphorical meaning of a term or expression. In the European languages that derive from Latin, the tendency has been for such shifts of meaning to move from the concrete to the abstract, though it took until the twelfth century for abstractio to progress from meaning an actual “taking away” to the taking of an idea into one’s head involved in abstract thought. Augustine was not yet tackling this in quite such a technical way, but he was clearly grappling with the main question whether a word or phrase in Scripture may mean something beyond what it seems to say on the surface.


  Psalm 3:7 speaks of “the teeth of the wicked.” On the presumption that the Bible’s words are all true and if properly understood never in conflict or contradiction with one another, Augustine proposes a number of interpretations, cross-referring to other passages. One meaning, he suggests, is that the teeth are the “chiefs” of sinners. These teeth are in opposition to the church’s teeth, or leaders. With these teeth Peter was told to eat the animals that had been sacrificed, and in doing so he killed that in the Gentiles which made them what they were and incorporated them into what he himself was, the “rock” on which the church was founded. These teeth are mentioned again in Song of Songs 4:2; 6:6, where, Augustine suggests, the passage “thy teeth are as a flock of shorn sheep, coming up from the bath, whereof every one beareth twins and there is not one barren among them” has many further meanings. It has more to tell us about than shorn sheep and their teeth.[20] These “shorn sheep” have put away their earthly cares and they come up from the waters of baptism (the “bath”), in which their sins are washed away, to fulfill the “twin” commandments on which Jesus said “hang all the law and the prophets” (Mt 22:40). That is to say they are not “barren” if they love God and their neighbors.


  Augustine’s minutely close scrutiny of the text is apparent everywhere. His rhetorical training takes him to “modes of speaking” (modi loquendi) in the Bible, taking the Latin text as though it were the original and inspired text. Though Jerome insisted that he did not regard himself as inspired in making his translation, that did not prevent generations of readers in succeeding centuries weighing every word exactly as they would have done if the words they were reading had been dictated by God in Latin.


  Gregory the Great identifies the four senses. The real achievement in creating a system of interpretation for the West that was practical and easy to use is that of Gregory the Great (c. 540-604). Clement of Alexandria (c. 150-c. 215) was well ahead of him in identifying four, but he wrote in Greek and for many centuries his direct influence in the West was slight. Gregory said that Scripture has, first and foremost, a literal sense (sometimes described as the historical sense). The events described actually happened. But not every passage can be read in that way, and from an early stage some interpreters thought it possible that certain passages had no literal sense, for they appeared, if taken literally, to present an unacceptable face or behavior of God.


  Gregory also identified three “spiritual” senses, the tropological, the anagogical and the allegorical. The tropological was the moral sense. If a passage of Scripture deals with the way to live a good Christian life, it is to be read in a moral sense. The anagogical was the prophetic sense. Some books of the Bible, such as Daniel and Revelation, were clearly books of prophecy. The allegorical transferred or shifted the literal meaning. For example, where Christ is called the Lion of Judah (Gen 49:9) the reader is not expected to think Jesus was an actual lion. The characteristics of a real lion are transferred to Christ to arrive at the meaning of the expression. Allegory includes metaphor, simile and other figurative expressions. Gregory taught that a single passage often has more than one level of meaning.[21] The underlying idea was that any meaning which was consistent with the passage and the rest of Scripture, and was in accordance with the faith, was a true meaning, for it could be taken as certain that it had been put there by God. No human reader could possibly think of anything that God had not thought of first.


  Gregory continued the tradition of preaching serial sermons on whole books of the Bible (such as Ezekiel—on which he preached with the barbarians once more at the gates of Rome),[22] and writing an intimate commentary searching out the moral lessons of the book of Job, which he shared with the monks in his community. He describes in his dedicatory epistle how beneficial he found it to enter monastic life and spend time with the brothers, while he was living in Constantinople on imperial public business, “in a sea of secular matters” (and incidentally failing to improve his Greek). They asked him to expound the book of Job for them in all its senses, but especially the moral sense. This was pioneering work, “for noone had commented on it fully before” and he found the stimulus of his brothers’ interest essential.


  The dedicatory letter also tells us something about Gregory’s working methods. He dictated his commentary and revised it at his leisure, paying attention to points of style. But he found toward the end that his “brothers” raised so many points and made him digress so much that he was not able to maintain this discipline throughout. So this evidently became a collaborative effort, a sort of seminar on Job as Bible study session at home in the monastery rather than a sermon from a public pulpit.[23]


  Gregory begins with general questions about the book of Job. Who wrote it? Could it have been Moses? What was its date? What historical reference points are there? But for Gregory these questions were not ultimately what mattered. The Holy Spirit is the author. He dictated to whatever human author wrote it down. The distinction came naturally in late antiquity, especially to someone who had been a senior civil servant. If, he says, we read a letter from “some great man,” we do not ask what scribe actually wrote the letter or what kind of pen he used. We attribute what we read to the great man, not his secretary (compare Rom 16:22).


  He, like Augustine, seeks to explain the “behaviors” of Scripture by wider reference to its customs of expression. It is true that we read “Job said” in the third person, which might seem to suggest that Job did not write the book of Job himself, but we find the same convention in Numbers (believed to be the work of Moses) in such passages as “Now the man Moses was very humble” (Num 12:3). Similarly, the movement between authorial statements by God and authorial statements by human authors of Scripture should not worry us. A reader in church may read the passage from Exodus, “I am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob,” but we do not therefore confuse the reader with God.


  In the Moralia Gregory deals first with the literal, then with the allegorical and finally with the moral sense. Without abandoning the “historical truth,” he claims, we are free to follow out the spiritual implications of what our ears receive in a “bodily” way. So, just as Job really had seven thousand sheep, so we have seven thousand spiritual sheep when we “feed” on innocent thoughts in our hearts.[24] Gregory also poses in his preface the great question raised by the book of Job. Why do bad things happen to good people? Job was humble, hospitable, generous. The answer is that God tested him in order to increase his merits.[25] This is the great “moral” question.
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