



[image: Cover: Discipleship and Society in the Early Churches by Thomas O’Loughlin]








Discipleship and Society in the Early Churches







   Discipleship and Society in the Early Churches   

Thomas O’Loughlin

Hardback ISBN: 978 0 227 17736 5

Paperback ISBN: 978 0 227 17737 2

PDF ISBN: 978 0 227 90736 8

ePub ISBN: 978 0 227 90737 5

James Clarke & Co.


[image: Logo]


Click on the link above to see our FULL CATALOGUE

for more excellent titles in

Hardback, Paperback, PDF, ePub and Kindle!

Would you like to join our Mailing List?

Click here!

Enjoyed this book?

Review it on Amazon so others can too!

Click here!







Discipleship and Society in the Early Churches


Thomas O’Loughlin


[image: Logo: The Lutterworth Press]











JAMES CLARKE & CO


P.O. Box 60


Cambridge


CB1 2NT


United Kingdom


www.jamesclarke.co
publishing@jamesclarke.co


Hardback ISBN: 978 0 227 17736 5


Paperback ISBN: 978 0 227 17737 2


PDF ISBN: 978 0 227 90736 8


ePUB ISBN: 978 0 227 90737 5


 


 


British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data


A record is available from the British Library


 


 


First published by James Clarke & Co., 2022


 


 


Copyright © Thomas O’Loughlin, 2022


 


 


All rights reserved. No part of this edition may be reproduced, stored electronically or in any retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without prior written permission from the Publisher (permissions@jamesclarke.co).









For Verena
in gratitude
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Introduction








Discipleship – Signing up for the Whole Package?


Walk through any town centre and you can get a quick but accurate picture of the situation in which the followers of Jesus find themselves today. There is a range of churches, from impressive buildings that have stood for centuries, to more recent buildings but whose shape and style cry out: ‘this is a church’. There will also be modern buildings with clear modern branding declaring that they are churches, and a range of halls which also serve as churches. Some will be part of vast international networks, others will have far more tenuous links with a wider network, and some will be wholly independent. Some will have a whole backstory and a professional ministry – the clergy – while others will have a Bible, a hymnbook, and a pastor who is linked to just that group. If variety is the spice of life, Christianity is a very spiced religion.


However, for every church building that is still functioning, there will be others that are firmly locked or have been repurposed for other functions, such as shops, or have been taken over as mosques or gurdwaras as the ethnic make-up of the city has changed over recent decades. Go into most of the churches that are still functioning and you will notice that there is plenty of spare seating, and that many of the participants are greying. For most of their fellow citizens, religion is a matter of personal choice: one more optional interest. If you are ‘religious’, then this makes sense; but if you are not ‘religious’ then this whole array of churches is as irrelevant as a ballroom for someone who has no interest in dance!


These three features of modernity: (1) that there is no single form of Christianity that is taken as normative, (2) that it is widely seen as somehow past its sell-by date, and (3) that religious engagement is just an option, are now fully part of our western, developed-world experience. While we might want to note just how novel and how culturally specific these assumptions are, and might even want to regret them, what is important is that we take account of them as the background against which any study of discipleship takes place.


This trip around any western city and its many churches, church buildings, and ex-church buildings, however, only reveals one dimension of our situation. For apart from the buildings are the real churches – communities of people – who are energetic, dynamic, and looking to the future. These individuals and groups often express their vision of what it is to be a Christian not in terms of conforming to ecclesial pattern or membership of a club – both common ways of expressing a serious engagement with Christianity in the past – but in terms of being a disciple: discipleship, moving along a way as one committed to following Jesus, captures their sense of commitment, of engagement with the world around them, and their desire for a distinct set of relationships. In this process, they often turn afresh to the early churches and the earliest evidence we have of the followers of Jesus and their gatherings: churches. This book tries to take some themes of discipleship – as they emerge today – and then see how they are reflected in those early writings. Therefore, the starting point is discipleship today and then we look at how light is shed on that by the past.


This raises the immediate question: why not just produce a ‘history of discipleship’ focussed on the first and second centuries of the Common Era? The answer is simple: while there were many who were referred to as ‘disciples’ in those documents, and ‘disciples’ were a common commodity in the Graeco-Roman world where every philosopher and every teacher and indeed every master craftsman had some, the notion that one envisages one’s religious engagement in terms of discipleship is a product of the twentieth century. It was only when a supposed ‘Christian society’ acted in such a manner that a Christian had to oppose it, tooth and nail, that the notion that being a Christian was more than ‘belonging to a church’ – or just identifying with some religious group – entered our world. Discipleship was not just passive identification, but taking one’s commitment so seriously that it meant challenging church structures, the legal structures of the state, and even the accepted vision of society, despite most of that society having been baptised and a sizeable proportion of the members of that society being ‘regular church goers’.


This was the situation in which many Christians found themselves in Nazi Germany where, unlike those Christians in the Soviet Union, as a state persecuted religion, they had to take a stand not only against the state but against the acquiescence of their fellow Christians who combined their church membership with their support, at least passively, for the state. Discipleship as a theme emerges with the Confessing Church in Germany during the Nazi era, and is linked to one name in particular: Dietrich Bonhoeffer. His 1937 book, Nachfolge (literally: ‘following’), marks the moment when the theme entered modern Christian thinking. It was translated into English after the war with a title that captured its essence: The Cost of Discipleship1 – and it came with the personal testimony that its author was willing himself to pay that cost. Bonhoeffer was murdered in Loewenberg concentration camp on 9 April 1945 as the Nazi regime crumbled.


To approach the topic of Christian origins from the standpoint of discipleship is to do far more than engage in an historical enquiry. It means to engage with the reality of the Christian past – for better for worse, warts and all – and then see if following Jesus is a worthwhile endeavour in the world in which we live today.







The Apprentices


So where do we start? We might begin with the notion of the apprentice who learns by doing. We have all heard the word ‘disciple’ hundreds of times. We even have very fixed ideas of what the disciples of Jesus looked like as they followed Jesus around Palestine on his journeys. It is just one of those words we use in church and do not think much about. But in the middle of the last century a group of Christians in Germany – faced with the horrors of Hitler’s Nazis – became convinced that we needed to think about the whole matter once more.


It is very easy to think of our religion in terms of identities – and most situations encourage us to think in this way – so that I say ‘I am a Catholic’ or ‘I am a Christian’ or ‘You are a Buddhist’ or ‘She is a Muslim’. The box is ticked, there is little more to say, and we can just see life as following accepted conventions (e.g. ‘Jews go to synagogue’ or ‘Catholics go to mass’) and that is that. But what if I recognised that becoming a follower of the Christ was not a done deal, but a work in progress? Now I would not start from my identity, but from my failure to recognise what being a Christian entailed, and I would become aware that at any time I might only glimpse what it means to be a disciple.








Lifelong Learning



It is very easy to get complete command of any body of facts that can be learned by rote, downloaded from a book, and then trot out predictable answers to old questions. What is far more challenging is learning slowly how to master a skill – whether this be the skills of a plumber or someone who seeks to build the Kingdom of God – because one must always be open to new problems, new challenges, and note that, while we are hopefully getting better, we are still far from perfect. One will only know one is a Christian at the end of a lifetime of trying to make life better, seeking to value love, seeking to minimise destruction, and seeking to bear witness to God the Father’s love for all humanity manifested in Jesus the Anointed One. One is always becoming a Christian.


Growing and learning what it is to be a disciple is a lifelong process. Indeed, being a disciple is far more like being an apprentice in a trade than being a student in a school boning-up on a subject. The student has all the answers at hand if only she can get them all into her head; that done, she can pass the exam and ‘be’ something. The apprentice learns a bit here, learns another bit there, meets this situation and that, makes mistakes and has to start over – it’s messy, slow, but is constantly in touch with the real world. Indeed, as the real constantly changes, the apprentice has to think up new solutions to problems that may never have existed before. If we think about Jesus being followed by his apprentices, and ourselves as his apprentices, then we radically alter our vision of who we are, what we are about, and what Christianity will mean for us today, and tomorrow.


Picasso, the painter, is reputed to have once said that ‘tradition is having a baby, not wearing your grandfather’s hat’. We often think of religion in terms of the past, and of holding on to the past, but if we are apprentices then the challenge is the future and making it a little more like the world of justice, peace, and love that God’s love beckons us to build. Tradition is not a having, but a making. We hand on the vision of Jesus so that it is more there tomorrow than today.







Self-Image


If it is better to think of ourselves as apprentices to the Christ rather than being Christians, then each of the Sunday gospels challenges our assumptions, prejudices, biases, and certainties. Faith is an adventure to build the Reign of God, it is anything but our inherited ‘old school’ customs. The apprentice is always learning, and at the same time making a difference – hopefully for the better – to those around them.







Three Other Issues


You might ask why this book does not follow some systematic plan either of topics or texts? If one could reduce following to a plan it would be tantamount to saying that life is predictable. The skilled apprentice does not know just one or two patterns, but has to the skills to tackle problems that occur – and this book, therefore, follows a narrative sequence.


Very often historical works engage critically with the sources while works of theology/spirituality take a looser approach – but in fact modern human use an historically critical method in our everyday lives. When something goes wrong and there is an inquiry, that method is employed and it is by that method we seek to avoid falsehood, prejudice, and nonsense. It may not be an historical inquiry into the past, but its method is the same. Confronting the reality of what we know of our history is part of the challenge of discipleship.


This account is open-ended: it does not deliver a checklist, nor a package that can be absorbed over a certain number of training sessions. In recent years discipleship ‘packages’ and ‘training programmes’ have become big business: but that assumes that one can know our human nature far more fully than any sensible theologian is willing to admit. Life is open-ended in the calls it makes on us, and so is discipleship.







The Images


In this book you will find a series of images. They are not intended as ‘illustrations’ but as visual question marks. We often become so familiar with words that they become tired and we forget how challenging they originally were. Images too are often so familiar that that we take them for granted as part of our everyday background, but in their juxtaposition they can refresh and reveal one another. The eighteen images in this book can be seen as weaving in and out of the words in the chapters – drawing attention to points in a new way, refreshing them, or highlighting them. Meanwhile, the images themselves draw attention to the theological values that are virtually ever-present around us.







	1.    D. Bonhoeffer, The Cost of Discipleship (London, 1955).




















Chapter 1

Who were the Disciples?




Conflicting Expectations







The Starting Point


Religion is a source of conflict, strife, and needless confusion among human beings. This is a not a sentiment often found within the warm bubbles of believers of whatever make or shape, but for most people outside those groups, or within them looking from one bubble to another, the spectre of arguments is all too apparent. Even groups who, to outsiders, are all ‘one sack, one sample’ are often made up of sub-groups with the most vicious enmities over who are the true bearers of that religion’s torch. Christianity has been splitting off groups since the beginning, suspecting the other as somehow corrupting, then demonising the other as ‘heretical’, and often taking that to its extremes. Christians of almost every shape have, in the name of the loving God and to preserve their loving loyalty to this God, used all sorts of physical violence – whether that meant the burning of theologians, the exclusion of ‘the others’ from an equal place in society, or the communal violence that needs ‘Peace Walls’ (topped with barbed wire) between denominations in Belfast. This would be just a social fact about human behaviour were it not that all these Christian groups transmit a rhetoric discordant with their actions. All claim that Christianity is the following of Jesus who is acclaimed as ‘the prince of peace’ (Isa 9:6), and they imagine themselves as followers of him who has ‘reconciled all things, whether on earth or in heaven, by making peace through the blood of his cross’ (Col 1:20). Moreover, they say they are aiming at ‘the freedom of the glory of [being] the children of God’ (Rom 8:21); and when they assemble they imagine themselves as a fictive family addressing each other as ‘brothers’ and ‘sisters’ – though as early as the mid-first century these brothers and sisters were getting a reputation for quarrelling whenever they met up, as we hear in 1 Corinthians 1:11.


This awkward fact – that Christianity like every other religion can be a source of discord and division in our worlds – must form the immediate backdrop to any book on discipleship. If we want to write about what the following of a religious path meant or means, then we should do so in a subdued tone. We write with Auschwitz as our immediate backdrop, and know that we should recall the horrors of the ‘otherings’ involved in colonialism and racism – both justified in Christian language, then the seventeenth-century Wars of Religion in Europe, then … and on and on. There is a painful truth that very few Christians like to acknowledge about themselves: the followers of Jesus have been, for much of their history, a group one would have been best advised to avoid (if one could manage it). You might now find yourself thinking: ‘that was not us, but them – them, over there and back then, who got the message wrong!’ You are probably correct, but no one is insulated from the effects of past doctrinal arrogance. Rather than seek some basis for innocence, it might be more fruitful to look at the problem head on and see that all simple claims to have ‘Jesus’ message’ need to be treated with scepticism. Significantly, this is not part of the self-image of most of contemporary Christians, but a book on discipleship, which needs to deal with group-images, must make this starting point plain.


[image: ]

Figure 1. A Maginot Line fort in northern France near Ypres.
This fort was built in 1938 and is just a recent example of how ‘civilized’ – and Christian – countries have related to one another over the centuries. It reminds us that human groups are more prone to suspecting one another than to being with collaboration. Discipleship of Jesus has to work against this endemic tendency.











Separations


Having named the backdrop, let us move closer to the topic in hand: discipleship. If division is a major element in the history of Christianity, then a contributing factor to factionalism is shifts in cultural values over time. Now the word ‘disciple’ (coming from the word discipulus in the Latin Bible) is a familiar word for most English-speaking Christians. It is seen primarily as a religious word – Jesus had the disciples around him – and is used, by extension, more widely of any group of dedicated followers. In these extended cases – as in phrases like ‘the disciples of monetarism’ or ‘the disciples of Marx’ – there is a certain note of blind devotion to a person or an idea. A kind of unreasoned following seems to be characteristic of a ‘disciple’. The follower is not really thinking for herself. Indeed, one quick way to insult an academic is to declare that ‘you are only acting as a disciple of …’. This brings the quick rejoinder that she is not the disciple of anyone, but has worked out the position for herself.


In this contemporary understanding of a disciple as not being a whole person, someone pour soi, one can see a difference between our culture today and those of the past. Today, we prize individual originality as a primary form of human excellence. Being a ‘follower’ is not a goal we set for ourselves. By contrast, for most of western history we have cases of writers who, rather than use their own names, were so desirous of being seen as followers that they presented their work to the world under the name and guise of the one they sought to imitate: hence all those ancient anonymous theologians whom we refer to with the prefix ‘pseudo’: such as the Pseudo-Philo, the Pseudo-Denis, the Pseudo-Augustine, or the Pseudo-Jerome.1 We tend to look down on pseudonymous writers as if they belong to the periphery – are they not actually pseudo-theologians (meaning ‘false theologians’ – simply ‘fakes’ or ‘cheats’) whose work is suspect? But what of the letters in the canonical New Testament which claim to be by Paul of Tarsus but which are of a later date and seek to present their teaching under the shade of his authority? What are we to make of the author of the Letter to the Hebrews, or the authors of the Pastoral Epistles, or, indeed, the authors of Colossians and Ephesians?2 Shall we ignore these letters on the basis of the pseudonymity? The fact that we place a high price on the ‘genuine’ – seen as expressed in originality and individuality – shows that we have great difficulty in entering into the earlier mindset of disciples who ‘passed off’ their work as that of another.


This modern attitude can be seen in how we react to some historical statements. While most flee the desperate attempts of literalists ‘to prove’ such letters as the Pastorals are ‘genuine’ in the face of the evidence, many more are still troubled by the fact that disciples’ letters are not as good as ‘the real thing’. This can be seen in the frequency with which we use work-arounds such as ‘the author of Colossians’ or ‘the author of Hebrews’ rather than referring to their authors as ‘the Pseudo-Paul’. A university student buying essays and passing them off as his own is seen as having committed the worse of academic crimes – and there are elaborate processes to catch such a student. But consider the ending of Hebrews:




Pray for us, for we are sure that we have a clear conscience, desiring to act honourably in all things. I urge you the more earnestly to do this in order that I may be restored to you the sooner. Now may the God of peace who brought again from the dead our Lord Jesus, the great shepherd of the sheep, by the blood of the eternal covenant, equip you with everything good that you may do his will, working in you that which is pleasing in his sight, through Jesus Christ; to whom be glory for ever and ever. Amen. I appeal to you, brethren, bear with my word of exhortation, for I have written to you briefly. You should understand that our brother Timothy has been released, with whom I shall see you if he comes soon. Greet all your leaders and all the saints. Those who come from Italy send you greetings. Grace be with all of you. Amen. (13:18–25)





Is this the work of cheat, a con-artist who claims ‘clear conscience’ while passing off his own work as that of Paul of Tarsus, or should we look for a different attitude to the whole issue of identity? If the latter, then what the label ‘Christian’ and the notion of a ‘disciple’ meant for that culture might be very different from what they mean today. A crevasse has opened up between us and them, and until we stumbled upon it we imagined we were the ideal audience for those ancient texts.


Now consider another little writing, which we shall meet on several occasions in this book, with the title The Training of the Twelve Apostles (we will simply call it ‘the Didache’).3 It is, like most ‘how to’ documents, not the work of a single pen or moment but something that emerged, expanded, and mutated over time: the actual text we read is the equivalent to a still taken out of a movie. Moreover, it is attributed to a very definite group within Christian memory – ‘the Twelve Apostles’ – but we know it is earlier in date than the formation of the that idea which combines two different groups: ‘the Twelve’ and ‘the apostles’. Is it to be dismissed as a fraud because of this title, or should we see the title as telling us something of the cultural values and situation in which it was used? As an anonymous, indeed pseudonymous, text, is its claim to ‘apostolic authority’ as serious a piece of deception (if it is deception) as the writer of Ephesians passing his letter off as written by Paul? Or is one a deception while the other is a piece of plagiarism? Do you see the matter as less serious because it is not in the canon – perhaps everything about this document is to be treated with less reverence than a text that is in ‘the Bible’? The curious problem this raises is that none of the writers belonging to the rather amorphous group we refer to as ‘the followers of Jesus’ had any idea that they were writing such serious works or that their texts were to be put on a par with ‘the scriptures’ (what later Christians would refer to as ‘the Old Testament’). Therefore, in placing their writings in this very special category – call it ‘canonical’ or ‘biblical’ – we are working with expectations that belong to us and our world, not to theirs. Yet another little chasm between our expectations and our ancient, inherited resources.


Rather than pursue ‘the genuine’ or ‘the canonical’, it is more useful to see what this phenomenon of pseudonymity tells us of the mind of those writers and their audiences. The simple difference in the tone of the word ‘disciple’ should alert us to the fact that, while we might read certain texts as precious to our identity – such as those texts that came to have canonical status for Christians and are known collectively as ‘the New Testament’4 – we do so within a different culture from that in which they were written. They belong to one world, we to another – and each world had/has its own expectations. It seems obvious that it is difficult to discover the implicit expectations of the ancient Mediterranean world – hence the work of historians and exegetes – but are our own expectations clear to us? We only discover our assumptions, our views of the world around us, with the greatest difficulty: it is in noting the discontinuities with other societies, such as those in the past, that we become aware of ourselves.


When we come to study discipleship and then turn to look at what we know of the first disciples, while we might wish to discover there a clear model and blueprint for today, we risk being disappointed by what we find, or mistreating the texts to make them supply our needs. Moreover, when we see groups who imagine that they can simply take over what they find, ignore its own historical reality, and impose on it their expectations, we have to be suspicious. Reading a text, not written with us in mind, in a manner that assumes that it refers directly to our situation is the cornerstone of the phenomenon of ‘fundamentalism’. It can be seen as a form of intellectual colonialism: assuming that something out there only exists, or has value, in so far as I take it over for my use. It is an activity of taking rather than respecting, enquiring, or dialogue. Fundamentalism is not confined to any one group of Christians nor to any one church – it is a pervasive human failing that sees everything in terms of current demands, certainties, and my needs. The Catholic who seeks to make an argument about the organisation of ministry today by an appeal to a notion that Jesus ordained twelve males at the Last Supper is engaging in the same form of historical colonialism as the Evangelical who expects, on the basis of a particular reading of 1 Thessalonians 4:17, ‘the rapture’.5


Therefore, we start this inquiry with these two stark warnings. First, many Christians are wont to look at their history as if Christianity is – because of the claims they make about the significance of the Christ-event – a glorious golden path running through human history. This not only fails to address the facts of the situation, but also to respect those who suffered at the hands of people acting in the name of the Christ, and it creates a false sense of where they are now. A false view of the past usually produces a distorted view of the present. Second, while we study ancient texts as our inheritance and value them – for example in our liturgies – as ‘the word of God’, we must approach them from the standpoint of recognising that ‘the past is a foreign country, they do things differently there’.6 A failure to recognise that separation creates false expectations of the religious evidence with which we engage, and, in turn, creates problems in the present by taking badly formed insights as ‘evidence’. It also obscures future possibilities from us if we do not acknowledge just how much of our ‘now’ can change because that ‘now’ is itself a cultural adaptation of the past.








Our Past and ‘the Past’



Christians, along with Jews and Muslims, are in a very complex place with regard to the past. From one perspective, the past cannot be ignored because it was in the past, at definite moments and in particular situations, that what is perceived as ‘revelation’ occurred. The life of Jesus, situated as it was within the historical situation of Second Temple Judaism, along with what was recalled as his preaching (of which the gospels are an expression), and the teaching of those who came in his immediate wake (such as Paul), is seen as foundational for later generations of Christians. That inheritance (whether it is seen as ‘the scripture’ or ‘the tradition’ within much later church formulations7) is seen as having a unique place in the lives of every Christian in every time and place. We can easily demonstrate this: can one imagine a Christian liturgy without some use of that inheritance in either reading or action or both? So, the inheritance, the past, matters.


From another perspective, that past is irrelevant and we can agree with Henry Ford: ‘history is bunk’. Christianity is a relationship with God within a community and it demands a response to the situation now from within that situation. The focus of Christian action is the future. Thus, tradition is that which is happening now to bring about a more God-like future. In yet another perspective, Christianity recognises the divine as infinitely greater than the creation (classically expressed in the shorthand: creatio ex nihilo), and so all religious expressions are but moments, while the divine remains the goal that is ever greater. In such a perspective, we can cut free of history and engage in a theological quest that is akin to the philosophers’ search for wisdom. Any one of these approaches is liable to yield distortions, yet holding them in equilibrium is a work of wisdom in itself.


Therefore, we hold on to history tightly but lightly. Tightly in so far as we must study it with great care, never forget it, and constantly return to it as a way of assessing our present; but lightly in so far as we must act wisely and as sensible, responsible people today (whatever past we might have inherited). This is not a dilemma, but an invitation to live with the paradox that the divine is greater than all situations, yet is to be found in particularities of place and time. We attend to the detail in order that we can ground our big picture. We look back at the past in its otherness from the present in order to relativise our present and speculate on alternative possible futures. Situations are always changing, our world is not the world of the past (even if we romanticise some past time as a ‘Golden Age’), nor is faith a hankering after some lost ‘age of faith’ (if historical nostalgia is your ‘thing’, that is fine, but do not try to make it equivalent to faith), while our precious memories are not to be viewed as some ever-relevant paradigm for Christian action (you may like the idea that truth can be expressed in a written code – ‘the Bible’ – but your epistemological assumptions are not to be equated with faith). Moreover, the world that is coming to be – our tomorrow – will be different again. That said, looking at how Christians have acted in the past has the curious effect of freeing us to respond creatively in that tomorrow where disciples are asked to bear witness. The more we know of the past, the more we can cope with change now, and see possibilities for the future.
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Figure 2. Philotheos Bryennios.
While working in a library in Constantinople [Istanbul] in 1873 he discovered the text of the Didache. This was the first in a whole series of document discoveries (e.g. the Dead Sea Scrolls) that shattered the older notion that ‘we knew all we needed to know’ about Christian origins. Many questions about discipleship are open.











Finding the Key


There is a certain delight in getting to the heart of any problem, to the moment when you can exclaim: ‘now I have got it!’ Turning to the theme of discipleship there seems to be no end to the list of one-line or one-package answers. ‘Discipleship’ or ‘discipling’ – with the sense of ‘to make someone a disciple’ – is now a big business: one has to just look the word up on Google and see how many programmes, courses, and ‘how to’ books are available. The ‘disciple of Jesus’ is as clearly defined in lifestyle, aspirations, and attitudes as any ideal corporate employee. There are training manuals, checklists, and schemes, all of which, usually over a very definite time-span and with very explicit learning outcomes, will turn someone into a disciple. It is a theological truth that Christians are made, not born; but in these ‘programmes’ one could say that ‘disciples are produced’ or even mass-produced. It is an approach that not only fits with our human desire to find a single, simple key, but aligns with much contemporary educational theory that one can package knowledge and skills, and then ‘deliver’ them. In this approach ‘delivering a programme’ is seen as synonymous with teaching, without recognition that its imagery is taken from the practicalities of logistics rather than the psychology of how humans grow.


One can make good soldiers, one can train good palaeographers, and can produce good computer experts, but ‘making disciples’ is a far more complex task. This is because discipleship touches the whole of our lives and each of us is different, our situations are as diverse as we are, and these are changing. Discipleship is up and down, calling for this, then calling for that, and it cannot be reduced to a package of skilled responses to a defined set of situations. However, if one looks at many ‘discipling programmes’ one can hear the marketers’ pitch: use this and those you put ‘through the programme’ will achieve the outcome: they will be disciples! Not only – so go the marketing slogans – will this programme approach work, but it can be adopted as a package by your church or congregation through a corporate decision and then put into effect. Disciples are just a few clicks away!


While this is a prevalent approach today, it is not a new idea. Many founders of religious groups down the centuries have put forward the idea that there was a system, a method, or a ‘rule’ that could take the rather unruly ‘material’ that is human nature, with all the vagaries of individuals, and mould them into system that would produce some ideal Christian. A similar belief in systems of ‘formation’ animates the Catholic seminary system and has been adopted in the theological colleges of many other churches – and, despite the evidence of failure, they keep trying.8 While these approaches are all very different, the underpinning notion is seductive and appealing: one can locate ‘the pattern’ of the ideal follower of Jesus, then build a system such that, if a less than ideal follower has the wit to enter it, the result will be transformation into that pattern. While it is a fact that such systems, both in the past and today, have helped many people, we should note that every such pattern is quickly replaced by yet another! Furthermore, as we shall see, there is no single pattern of discipleship in the early churches – or at least none that we can discern in the evidence that has come down to us.


A distinct, but similar, belief is that the content of the Christian proclamation – the kerugma: that which is proclaimed – can be expressed as a carefully worked out system. This desire also appeals to our human instincts which like ideas neatly bundled in a logical sequence, inconsistencies resolved, and loose ends tied up. However, when we turn to the historical record, we find almost the exact opposite: variety, variation, inconsistencies, lack of plan or coherence, and a hotchpotch of accidents. Closer examination of the evidence we have always had, combined with new evidence from such sources as the Dead Sea scrolls and the books from Nag Hammadi, reveal the amazing range of practices, beliefs, and ways of life of those who called themselves ‘Jews’ and of those who called themselves ‘followers of Jesus’ and eventually ‘Christians’. Indeed, many today no longer refer to ‘Judaism’ (as if it were a monolith) or ‘Christianity’ (as if it could be reduced to a single pattern or body of doctrine) but to ‘Judaisms’ or ‘Christianities’. This is little short of a revolution, and it affects how this book is written and how it should be read.


One of the most significant developments in the study of those around Jesus in recent decades has been the turn to plurality. For centuries it had been an axiom of scholarship that we could, and should, keep searching until we had identified a single, consistent original. This original state – be it a text, a practice, or a belief – would have normative status and from it we could trace changes, additions, subtractions, and deviations. Whether these mutations were viewed positively (‘developments’) or negatively (‘corruptions’), they might all be traced back, by a process similar to working backwards along a genetic tree, to a moment in the life of Jesus, to an ‘apostolic practice’, to the author’s pen of a canonical text, or to a moment when doctrine was not yet subject to disputes arising from mistaken interpretations.9 But the work of Walter Bauer, in 1934, presented consistent and explicit doctrines as subsequent to a range of teaching,10 while David Parker presented New Testament texts as living responses to situations such that seeking ‘the original Greek text’ was a scholarly idol,11 and Paul Bradshaw presented early liturgies as initially diverse with a standard ‘shape’ only gradually emerging rather than the reverse.12 In one field after another, it has come to be recognised that chasing the unitary original reflects the hopes of modern church leaders and their theologians, rather than an attempt to understand the past. Therefore, in this book we are going to look at snapshots of discipleship – from a wide range of times and situations – and expect variety rather than prioritising that which could be seen as ‘normative’. Discipleship always was, and still is, the very opposite of one-size-fits-all.
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		Figure 1. A Maginot Line fort in northern France near Ypres.This fort was built in 1938 and is just a recent example of how ‘civilized’ – and Christian – countries have related to one another over the centuries. It reminds us that human groups are more prone to suspecting one another than to being with collaboration. Discipleship of Jesus has to work against this endemic tendency.



		Figure 2. Philotheos Bryennios.While working in a library in Constantinople [Istanbul] in 1873 he discovered the text of the Didache. This was the first in a whole series of document discoveries (e.g. the Dead Sea Scrolls) that shattered the older notion that ‘we knew all we needed to know’ about Christian origins. Many questions about discipleship are open.



		Figure 3. Detail of the Two Ways on Reilen's map.It has been a constant temptation to present the path of discipleship as a series of fixed, well-defined steps. The popularity of this map was partly due to the manner in which it made following the narrow way a matter of very straight-forward choices in a manner similar to those who would resolve ethical issues by asking ‘what would Jesus do?’ Life is rarely so straight forward.



		Figure 4. The doorway of the parish church in Colliour in southern France.The addition, above the door, of the the name of the French Republic and the motto of the Revolution was probably made in a spirit of antagonism to ‘the church’ by a state who saw its values and those of the church as contradictory – and certainly ‘the church’ was usually happy to be identified as being opposed to all that the revolution stood for. A little further reflection should have reminded the church members that liberty, equality, and brotherhood were basic ideas in discipleship.



		Figure 5. St Paul: ‘Preacher of the Truth, Teacher of the Nations’.This is the classic image of Paul with a large two-edged sword – a visual allusion to Hebr 4:12 (‘The word of God is … sharper than a two-edged sword’). Paul’s inherited image – e.g as the author of Hebrews – is very different from what emerges from a critical study of the genuine letters. Many positions (e.g. on ‘grace’) that have been identified as ‘Pauline’ for centuries need to be reassessed in the light of modern scholarship – and this is often a disruptive process for churches.



		Figure 6. A typical map from an old Bible.We are often so familiar with such ‘Bible maps’ that we fail to examine them. The most obvious implication of this map is that every travel line starts and ends in a significant city. It witnesses that the Jesus movement rapidly became an urban phenomenon – which mapped itself almost exactly onto the existing urban phenomenon of Greek-speaking Judaism in the Mediterranean basin.



		Figure 7. Christianity as a brand: a shop window in Italy.Seeing Christianity as a brand – and as a consumer commodity – is neither a new activity nor one confined to the margins. In the first century there were those the Didache refers to as ‘christhawkers’; today we have those who present discipleship as the key to success in life (‘The Prosperity Gospel’) or a quick, self-help way to happiness.



		Figure 8. A Confession Box.Reconciliation cannot be reduced to formulae. Perhaps the greatest instance of such a reduction has been the rise of individual rituals such as the ‘Confession’ – officially referred to by Roman Catholics as ‘the sacrament of reconciliation’ – where the notion of private account with God trumps the challenge of practicing reconciliation as part of a life of discipleship.



		Figure 9. A study in inequality.Church architecture can reveal the ecclesiology of ministers. This community claims that their eucharistic activity is ‘the centre and summit’ of their existence, but there are clearly the ‘big people’ who are at the table, and many ‘little people’ who watch on from the stalls.



		Figure 10. A study in equality.Here a community has sought to adapt an historical space so that the table is central to the assembly. This is a church which imagines itself as sisters and brothers engaged in a common table prayer.



		Figure 11. It is about a loaf of bread.The distinctive action of Jesus was that he wanted his disciples to share a loaf – this was the detail of his thanking God that they recalled. Not only has the basic action been buried under later conflicts of interpretation, but for many Christians even the basic shape of a loaf is forgotten through the use of individualistic, small round wafers.



		Figure 12. Being thankful to the Father with Jesus is part of everyday life for disciples.This painting, Das Abendmahl unter Tage [The Eucharist Underground], is a piece of public art on an underpass in Westerholt, Germany. Painted in 2011 by Helmut Dellmann, it commemorates the local miners. It presents the eucharist not only as an activity of the People of God in union with Jesus, but as an incarnational event. Rather than occurring in a sacred space apart, it enters into the workspace and transforms that location into a place of divine encounter and an experience of community rejoicing.



		Figure 13. The Jesus paradigm is counter-cultural.This is an illustration for Jn 13 from a manuscript from Ethiopia. It concentrates on remembering the action of Jesus, but fails to remind the viewer of the punchline: his washing their feet was to show them that they had to wash each other’s feet. Even in our deliberate remembering, we are selective and forgetful.



		Figure 14. The servant of the servants – and do not forget it!Pope Sixtus V ‘reigned’ – note the verb – as pope from 1585-90. This statue in the Italian city of Loreto presents a ruler determined to show his significance to, and power over, his ‘subjects.’ A power – note the vestments – that is imagined to derive from his being a disciple of Jesus. The colossal scale of the image can be gauged from the sitting figures nearby.



		Figure 15. Ministry is … helping in a foodbank.The action of sharing food with the needy is part of ‘the public service’ (literally: ‘liturgy’) of disciples. While it does not take place in a ‘sacred place,’ nor is it flagged as a ‘religious’ activity, it forms the basis of all Christian worship, which is service to God and neighbour – especially the poor.



		Figure 16. Clearly religious: a Roman altar.This is a domestic religious artefact – an altar set up in a pre-Christian household that commemorates a dead wife. Much of the language used by Christians for the own worship and structures (e.g. ‘altar’ or ‘ordination’) owes more to Greco-Roman cultural values than the images of discipleship found in the gospels.



		Figure 17. An ikonostasis: religion is about separation.The notion of distinguishing the holy/unholy, sacred/profane, ordinary/special is deeply embedded in many cultures and takes material forms in Christian buildings. But does it accord with the teaching of Jesus or with the confession that in Jesus the Logos has ‘pitched his tent’ – his ‘tabernaculum’ – in the midst of the creation?



		Figure 18. Discipleship is about welcome – the sign outside a church’s building in Newcastle-upon-Tyne, England.For too many Christians the issue of LGBT+ is an open/shut one: ‘they must be excluded!’ Indeed, this is the reaction most people expect from churches! However, the welcoming of all into fellowship – manifesting the divine love – is a fundamental demand of discipleship.
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