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  Introduction

  


  Over ten years have passed since I began work on the four-volume set Reading Scripture with the Church Fathers, Learning Theology with the Church Fathers, Worshiping with the Church Fathers and Living Ethically with the Church Fathers. Originally, Reading Scripture with the Church Fathers was to stand alone as an introductory text on patristic hermeneutics designed to aid subscribers to the patristic commentary series, Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture, published by InterVarsity Press.


  Once I had finished writing Reading Scripture with the Church Fathers, though, it became clear to me that there were still vast areas of patristic thought and practice that I had not addressed, especially in three areas: theology, worship and ethics. Reading Scripture with the Church Fathers had a very specific goal: to introduce pastors and lay people unfamiliar with the ancient church to patristic biblical interpretation. I said little in this volume concerning the fathers’ theological explorations and insights. Nor did I address the fathers’ rich prayer life and deep perspectives and practices regarding worship itself. And so in the second volume in this series, Learning Theology with the Church Fathers, I presented the fathers’ thoughts on key theological foci: the Trinity, Christ, the church, providence, resurrection and so on.


  In this present volume—what I had thought would be the last volume in the series—I turn my attention to a third great patristic interest and emphasis, prayer and worship. I had originally thought to title this book Praying with the Church Fathers. The more I and the editors at InterVarsity Press reflected on the title, the more we became convinced that my original thoughts on the book’s title were too constrictive. Yes, the fathers prayed deeply and continually and have left us a number of key treatises on prayer, some of which we will examine carefully in the initial chapters of this book. Yet Origen—in this case representing the fathers well—teaches that all life offered to God is prayer and worship.


  If so, ethics is an integral aspect of worship. When wealthy Christians perceive their material prosperity as a gift given to them to be used on behalf of the poor, this offering is prayer and worship. When an early Christian refused to sacrifice to the emperor and suffered martyrdom as a result, a genuine act of worship occurred. Since all of life can be offered as worship, it shouldn’t surprise us that the fathers’ reflection on ethical issues such as abortion, marriage and the family, and military service flows from their daily, habitual grounding in prayer and worship. For the fathers, ethics and worship are an integrated whole. Anthony Bloom, representing well an Orthodox perspective rooted in the teaching of the church fathers, speaks of the importance of a life “turned in the same direction as your prayer. . . . A prayer makes sense only if it is lived. Unless they are ‘lived,’ unless life and prayer become completely interwoven, prayers become a sort of polite madrigal which you offer to God at moments when you are giving time to Him.”[1]


  The sacraments themselves are the backbone of worship; here I am especially thinking of the great initiatory rite of the church—baptism—and the Eucharist, or Lord’s Supper. In both the church offers rich worship to the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. And so prayer, worship, ethics and the sacraments form an integrated whole, one that I thought could be well represented in one volume. Yet as I researched and wrote, I increasingly realized that the attempt to include all these aspects of the church’s rich spiritual heritage in one book would place too great a burden on the reader (and writer!). And so the need for a fourth volume became clear, one in which the ethical perspectives of the fathers could be treated clearly and thoroughly.


  In this third volume, then, we will focus specifically on baptism, the Eucharist, prayer and the spirituality of the desert fathers. The church fathers thoughts and practice on a wide variety of ethical issues—war, abortion and family life come to mind—will follow in the fourth volume.


  The years I have spent under the tutelage of the church fathers have been for me a time of intellectual, emotional and spiritual growth. My evangelical roots, first planted during the Jesus Movement of the late sixties and early seventies, have been nourished by the fathers’ perspectives. The Jesus Movement, for instance, had no ecclesiology. In many ways, Jesus freaks like me, though we loved Jesus himself, were highly suspicious of the church and authority in general, whether institutional or individual.


  I have learned from the fathers that the church is much broader and deeper than I had ever imagined. My individualistic, evangelical bent has been tempered by a historical, theological and spiritual lengthening of memory. My listening skills have been enhanced. Voices that once seemed strange, foreign and occasionally distorted—sometimes because of the historical, cultural, ecclesial and linguistic distances separating them from me—are now old friends. This is not to say that I always find myself in agreement with the fathers. We still have our disagreements, but our quarrels now resemble family squabbles and in-house arguments.


  I invite you too into an active, lively engagement with the church fathers, and in this particular volume, with their understanding of worship. For some evangelicals—perhaps many—the fathers’ beliefs and practices concerning prayer, baptism and the Eucharist will be foreign and even jarring. The church fathers view life sacramentally, while many evangelicals have found and worshiped Christ in a nonsacramental tradition. Hence, the idea that God uses tangible, earthy means such as wine, bread and water to communicate blessing and nourish fellowship will strike some readers as farfetched, implausible, superstitious and a misreading of Scripture that has warped the church’s tradition.


  In this book I have tried to present the fathers’ perspectives and practices on worship faithfully, clearly and accessibly. And, much more than in the first two books of this series, I have shared my own life experiences with the reader, not to focus attention on myself but to show how a patristic worldview can offer twenty-first-century Christians insight and guidance as we continue in the unexpected, mysterious period between Christ’s first and second comings.


  I have attempted to present as clearly as possible the fathers’ understanding of what worship is and what it isn’t. I have tried to allow them to speak for themselves, to present their case and then to encourage readers to make their own decisions as to the validity of particular patristic viewpoints.


  Reading ancient texts is tricky business. Readers should keep in mind specific obstacles that may hinder our effective and discerning entrance into the world of the fathers. First, of course, we have the historical, cultural, linguistic, ecclesial and theological perspectives the fathers bring to their understanding and practice of worship. We live in a vastly different world from that of the fathers and must do everything possible to enter theirs openly and fairly; an awareness and acknowledgement of our own cultural, ecclesial and theological background and presuppositions can be quite helpful at this juncture.


  Who, for instance, has taught us about God? Who have been the significant voices that have shaped our understanding of Scripture and, more particularly, worship? How have we learned to pray? What do we do, how do we speak, when we pray? What are the practices we engage in as we worship? How do we use our minds? Our bodies? Why do we believe that our own specific set of perspectives and practices reflects the teaching of Christ and the apostles?


  Further, are there either personal or perceptual obstacles that may prevent us from listening to the fathers well? M. Robert Mulholland Jr. refers to a number of personal obstacles that can block an effective reading and appropriation of biblical truth. I believe these obstacles can also hinder our entrance into the world of the fathers: these roadblocks include specific areas of resistance to God, damaged emotions, “unholy habits of thought and action,” specific and “deep-seated rebellions against God,” inner darkness and “the false structures of the ego-self.”[2]


  Both the Bible and the writings of the fathers are loving, astringent texts; these texts lovingly teach us, encourage us, rebuke us and cleanse us. “Cleansing love can be astringent to our precious uncleanness. Liberating love can be painful to our familiar brokenness. Transforming love can be deadly to the whole false structure of the ego-self,” as Mulholland puts it. Ancient Christian texts, because they often approach the human dilemma from a Christian perspective different from our own modern and postmodern views, possess a power to crack us open like nuts. They pop us open “at those points of our being where we tend to be closed, where we protect the false ego from the death which is inevitable if we are to become whole persons in the image of Christ.”[3] It is highly probable that we will be most likely to react against the fathers at those very places where they are infiltrating the cracks in our personalities.


  Personal obstacles are often linked to perceptual obstacles, roadblocks Mulholland describes as


  deeply ingrained, usually unconscious patterns and structures of interaction with the world which hinder our encounter with God in reading scripture [or the church fathers]. Our culture has nurtured us in a way of knowing which militates against an openness to God in reading scripture. We have come to perceive the world as an object out there to be grasped, controlled, and manipulated for our own purposes. When we read, the text tends to become an object for us to grasp with our mind, bring under the cognitive and affective control of our intellect and emotions, and then use to enhance our structuring of events, situations, people, and even ourselves to suit our own agenda.[4]


  It is our agenda that the Bible and the church fathers will often challenge directly.


  I must mention two other obstacles that may block or hinder our entrance into the fathers’ teaching and modeling concerning worship: aesthetic resistance to a text and negative listening.[5] For example, we may dislike allegory and view with suspicion and distrust an allegorical approach to the biblical text. As a result of our suspicion and distrust, we “lose sight of the truth being conveyed. . . . We may remain spectators, not really involved spiritually and personally in the text and its meaning to us. We remain connoisseurs with no real personal involvement.”[6]


  Beware of negative listening—ignoring all that is said positively in a text and drawing our attention to what is not said and what we think should be said.[7] The combination of aesthetic resistance and negative listening is a lethal one; either or both undercut our ability to enter empathetically into another’s world. Rather than listening attentively and openly to a text, we distance ourselves from a text and create a critical buffer between ourselves and the message the text offers. It is likely, then, that it is at those very points in this book where readers find themselves vigorously disagreeing with the fathers that readers need to listen most carefully. This is not to say we shouldn’t disagree with a theological position that makes little sense to us. It is to say, though, that we must first have listened carefully to the text, entering willingly into its rhyme and reason, before we have the right to disagree.


  Now to the specifics of Worshiping with the Church Fathers: a roadmap of sorts may be helpful to readers as they make their way through the text. In chapter one I explain in some detail what a sacrament is and then discuss baptism, the great initiatory sacrament for the Orthodox, Roman Catholic and Anglican wings of the church. Chapter two focuses on a second great sacrament, the Eucharist.


  The heart of the book—chapters three through six—centers on prayer itself. In these chapters I discuss a number of key themes and questions that appear in patristic discussions of prayer:


  
    	the nature of prayer


    	the problem of self-deception


    	praying the Psalms


    	the problem of distractions in prayer


    	the foundations of prayer


    	the problem the passions pose for prayer


    	four key elements of prayer: supplication, intercession, thanksgiving and confession


    	fiery prayer


    	imageless, wordless prayer


    	the problem of unanswered prayer


    	unceasing or continuous prayer


    	common roadblocks to prayer


    	fixed times for prayer


    	the Lord’s Prayer

  


  Worshiping with the Church Fathers finishes with two chapters on the spirituality of the desert fathers and mothers. Here we take a close look at Athanasius’s biography of Antony and also at the wise, enigmatic sayings that emerged from the desert monastic communities. I realize that few, if any, readers of this book are monks. Yet I am convinced that aspects of the wisdom of the desert are applicable—even healing—for busy Christians living in the twenty-first century.


  My prayer for this book, as for others in this series, is that pastors, priests and lay people may be nourished as they become familiar with brothers and sisters in Christ who for too long have been distant family members at best.


  Christopher Hall


  Eastern University


  January 20
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  Sacraments


  [image: DB_6712]


  


  Great is the baptism that lies before you: the ransom of captives, the forgiveness of sins, the death of sin, the regeneration of the soul, the garment of light, the holy perpetual seal, a chariot to heaven, the delight of paradise, a welcome into the kingdom, the gift of adoption.


  Cyril of Jerusalem Procatachesis 16


  It is the Holy Spirit who effects with water the second birth, as a certain seed of divine generation. It is a consecration of a heavenly birth and the pledge of a promised inheritance.


  Novatian Treatise Concerning the Trinity[1]


  Faith and baptism are two kindred and inseparable ways of salvation: faith is perfected by baptism; baptism is established by faith, and both are completed by the use of the same names. As we believe in Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, so we are baptized into the name of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Confession leads the way and brings us to salvation; baptism follows, setting the seal on our assent.


  Basil of Caesarea On the Holy Spirit


  
one
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  BAPTISM


  Entering the Worshiping Community

  


  The Sacramental Mysteries


  Some readers, particularly those from an evangelical background and perspective, may find themselves surprised, bewildered and perhaps troubled to discover that the church fathers thought, lived and worshiped sacramentally. That is to say, the fathers believed that God delights to use tangible, concrete, earthy means—matter itself—to communicate his grace, redemption and presence to us, elements as simple and specific as bread, wine, water and oil. Sometimes this perspective is known today as sacramental realism.


  The word sacrament (Lat. sacramentum) was borrowed by Latin Christian writers such as Augustine from its common use in the Western Latin world; in a Roman context sacramentum was the term employed for the oath sworn by a candidate entering the military service. Because entrance into Roman military service included religious rituals and sacrifices, sacramentum possessed religious connotations, non-Christian though they were.[2]


  With the passage of time Latin fathers began to use sacramentum in a specifically Christian sense and related its meaning to the Greek word mysterion.[3] Sacramentum never lost its pagan Roman overtones, however, in terms of obligations taken under oath. To enter the church in baptism was to accept certain clear and distinct obligations and to profess a commonly held faith.[4] As we will see, baptism was serious business—both joyful and solemn.


  Why would the church fathers embrace a sacramental worldview, a way of viewing the world that seems strange and counterintuitive, at least from an Old Testament perspective? Are we not a step away—if not closer—to the heinous sin of idolatry? Isn’t the attempt to merge the divine with the material idolatry’s foundation stone? One can imagine an Israelite carpenter fashioning an image out of wood or stone and quickly encountering the wrath and sarcasm of Isaiah. “To whom, then, will you compare God? What image will you compare him to? As for an idol, a craftsman casts it, and a goldsmith overlays it with gold and fashions silver chains for it. A man too poor to present such an offering selects wood that will not rot. He looks for a skilled craftsman to set up an idol that will not topple” (Is 40:18-20). To unite or combine the realm of the Spirit with the realm of the material, then, appears deeply troubling—both foolish and dangerous—from a biblical perspective.


  So again we have to ask the question, why would the church fathers clearly and openly affirm that God has chosen to draw near to us through the medium of his own creation? There is only one safe, solid, coherent answer: Jesus Christ. In the incarnation of the eternal Word we discern the rhyme and reason of the sacraments. In the wondrous, mysterious, divine-human person nestled in the Virgin Mary’s womb, we encounter the sacramental principle. The eternal Word, the Son of God, has humbly joined his nature to the human nature trustfully and lovingly offered to him by Mary. In Christ the divine and human, the immaterial and the material, the Spirit and the flesh, are married. Who would have thought that such a wonder was possible?


  The incarnation, then, is the bedrock upon which all sacraments are built. The sacramental principle—God wills, indeed, delights in using tangible, earthy means to draw near to his image bearers—is grounded on the Word made flesh. John of Damascus captures this principle well:


  I do not venerate matter, I venerate the fashioner of matter, who became matter for my sake and accepted to dwell in matter and through matter worked my salvation, and I will not cease from reverencing matter, through which my salvation was worked. . . . I reverence the rest of matter and hold in respect that through which my salvation came, because it is filled with divine energy and grace. Is not the thrice-precious and thrice-blessed wood of the cross matter? Is not the holy and august mountain, the place of the skull, matter? Is not the life-giving and life-bearing rock, the holy tomb, the source of the resurrection, matter? Is not the ink and the all-holy book of the Gospels matter? Is not the gold and silver matter, out of which crosses and tablets and bowls are fashioned? And, before all these things, is not the body and blood of our Lord matter?[5]


  Those grounded in the tradition of the fathers believe that to reject a sacramental worldview is to cut oneself off from the very means God has ordained for human growth and flourishing. Theophan the Recluse, a nineteenth-century Russian Christian and spiritual father of the Orthodox Church, puts it this way: to “reject” the “natural means” of the sacraments is similar to “someone who wants to cross a river by means of some spiritual power, while boats and bridges are at his disposal. Such a person will wait in vain for the power of the Spirit. And while others cross to the other side, he will be left on the riverbank, alone.” A sacrament, Theophan comments, “is like a framework that supports one’s inner attitude and ensures its stability.”[6]


  Both Gregory of Nazianzus and Gregory of Nyssa emphasize that the sacraments are indissolubly linked to “the historical economy of salvation in the events of the incarnation, life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.”[7] For instance, when the fathers contemplate the sacraments of baptism and the Eucharist (the Lord’s Supper), they interpret them through the lens of the biblical narrative from beginning to end. If God has chosen to use water in baptism to signify redemption and re-creation in Christ, it should not surprise us to find the fathers mining the Old Testament references to water for deeper redemptive, christological meaning.


  The apostle Paul himself provides the pattern for this Christ-centered reading of Scripture. Paul teaches that key events in the exodus experience of Israel were themselves a kind of baptism. The food (manna) and water providentially provided for Israel in the wilderness came from Christ’s presence with them. “They were all baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the sea. They all ate the same spiritual food and drank the same spiritual drink; for they drank from the spiritual rock that accompanied them, and that rock was Christ” (1 Cor 10:2-4).


  Key figures, events and practices in the covenantal history of Israel prefigured the fulfillment of God’s purposes in Christ. The type (Gk. typos) of the Red Sea, for instance, finds its eschatological and sacramental fulfillment in the waters of baptism as the age to come invades this present evil age. Peter links the protection of Noah and his family within the ark to the protection baptism offers. “In [the ark] only a few people, eight in all, were saved through water, and this water symbolizes baptism that now saves you also—not the removal of dirt from the body but the pledge of a good conscience toward God” (1 Pet 3:20-21).


  Augustine provides a well-known definition of a sacrament: a sacrament is “a visible form of an invisible grace.”[8] Irenaeus speaks of the sacraments as “the mysterious operations of God.” Chrysostom refers to them as “spiritual realities under sensory signs,” grace-filled wonders that “bring to pass what they signify . . . and make visible.” They are “the invisible in the visible.”[9]


  The sacraments of the church are not magical rites, divorced from the faith of the person receiving them. “They are like fire: if the wood is damp—that is, if the soul is passion ridden, the inner warmth does not make itself felt immediately after receptions of the sacrament.”[10] The sacraments’ pattern and efficacy are based on faith—faith in God’s actions in history on our behalf, that God in Jesus Christ is presently reigning in the midst of this present evil age. The fathers ponder God’s actions in history as related in the narrative of the Bible and build their sacramental worldview on this biblical basis. Thus the sacraments are both biblical and eschatological in nature. God has invaded this present evil age in Christ, and the sacraments communicate that reality to believers. Hence, a sacrament is a lively, living remembering of the holy Trinity’s loving actions for human beings, “the bringing of the past into the present before God’s (and not primarily men’s) eyes, so that He may remember, act, and make his people walk forward from the covenant towards the end of the ages.”[11] Indeed, the fathers’ linking of sacramentum with Paul’s use of mysterion indicates their clear awareness that “the plan of salvation eternally hidden in God,” the Lord’s divine secret, has now been “revealed in and by Christ.”[12] This is the mystery now revealed in the “economy.”


  Latin writers such as Ambrose connect sacramentum and mysterion in phrases such as sacramenta mysteriorum and mysteria sacramentum. In these phrases the sacramentum designates what we can see, for instance bread and wine, while the mysterion is the interior aspect of the sacrament, the spiritual reality the sacrament is conveying and communicating. “The sacramenta introduce us to the mysteria and, in turn, the mysteria make us understand the outer sign, the sacramenta.” One reality functions as “a sign of another,” an “efficacious sign” which wondrously, mysteriously, sacramentally communicates what it signifies.[13] There is “a force in the sacrament,” a power communicated by the Holy Spirit, so that the sacrament actually “produces the signified effect.”[14]


  Two Key Sacraments: Baptism and the Eucharist


  In the first two chapters of this book, I want to focus on the fathers’ fruitful reflection and teaching on two key sacraments: baptism and the Eucharist. The fathers view baptism as the door through which one enters the church and receives the life of salvation. It is the great initiatory rite of the church. In turn, it is the Eucharist that early Christians viewed as “a key component in the continued development of the believer and a central element in Christian worship.”[15] Boris Bobrinsky comments on the “bipolarity of baptism and the Eucharist. . . . This bipolarity . . . signifies in particular that every baptism tends toward the Eucharist as to its fullness, and that every Eucharist finds its source in baptism, as in the entrance door of the world to the Church.”[16]


  Both baptism and the Eucharist are concrete, grace-filled, earthy means God employs to communicate central themes of the gospel narrative and the overarching biblical story to the mind and body of a Christian. Henry Chadwick speaks of Christians gathering together on the pattern of the Jewish synagogue, but to celebrate a new covenant in continuity with the old. In “water, bread, and wine” the church possessed “covenant signs . . . means of divine grace and . . . ordered rites which provide both form and vitality to the disorder of human life.”[17] In early Christian worship, believers communed with God through “a pattern of symbolic words and actions through which the presence of the Lord” was “expressed.”[18]


  We should not overlook the ethical dimension of church’s sacramental life. To be baptized and to share in the Eucharist entailed a definite “yes” to Christ and “no” to sin. In a word, the renunciations involved in baptism, “dramatically reinforced by exorcism, affected people’s jobs.”[19] For the baptized, certain activities and vocations were off limits.


  A married man who also had a concubine or mistress or slept with his slave-girls had to change his ways. A priest serving idols could not so continue. (It is instructive that there were applications from people employed in this way.) Actors and actresses, who in antiquity were mostly slaves, or professional gladiators had to find different work, raising inevitable questions about trying to finance emancipation, perhaps with help from the church chest. In general the public entertainments industry was looked on with aversion. Considerable qualms attached to those whose duty, as soldiers or as prison gaolers, involved them in taking human life, and the same held good for provincial governors, whose duties constantly required attendance at idolatrous ceremonies, not to mention ordering torture and execution of criminals. Sufficient evidence of the bribery of judges survives to make it certain that this was a widespread problem, and especially offensive when used to bring about a death sentence. (Capital punishment was not approved by Christians.) The list of those before whom the Church erected barriers is not only a sign of the Christians’ determination to be a society of purged saints rather than a school for sinners continuing in unacceptable positions but also a testimony to the wide cross-section of society attracted by the gospel.[20]


  A closer look at an ancient Christian worship service may well prove helpful as we explore the fathers’ thoughts on baptism and the Eucharist.


  Early Christian Worship Services


  Baptism always occurred in the context of the church’s worship. Justin Martyr, a second-century Christian apologist, describes in some detail the worship service that followed the initiatory rite of baptism. Justin writes:


  We all assemble on the day of the sun [Sunday] because that is the first day, the day on which God drew matter out of darkness and created the world. It is also the day on which Christ our Savior rose from the dead. . . . We pray in common, for ourselves and for everyone . . . to attain to the knowledge of truth and grace . . . to keep the commandments . . . When the prayers are over we give one another the kiss of peace. Next, bread and a cup of wine mixed with water are brought to the president of the assembly of the brothers. He takes them, praises and glorifies the Father of the universe in the name of the Son and Holy Spirit, then he utters a long eucharistic prayer as a thanksgiving for having been judged worthy of these blessings. When he has finished the intercessions and the eucharistic prayer all the people exclaim Amen. Amen is the Hebrew word meaning “so be it.” When the president has finished the thanksgiving and all the people have responded, the ministers whom we call deacons distribute the consecrated bread and wine to all who are present and they take some to those who are absent.[21]


  Justin points out a number of interesting aspects of early Christian worship, information we can supplement from other early Christian writers such as Tertullian and Clement of Alexandria.


  Worship occurred on the first day of the week, the “Sun’s Day” from a Roman perspective. The early Christian community felt free to utilize the Roman calendar, substituting Christian meanings for pagan ones. Yes, the Romans may consider the first day of the week to be the Sun’s Day, but for Christians this was the day of Christ’s resurrection, when the light of the world broke forth from the tomb.


  Either the writings of the apostles or the prophets were read to the gathered community. Here we have an indication that by the middle of the second century A.D. early Christians acknowledged and understood that texts from the hands of the apostles were authoritative for the church and should be read in the context of worship. Justin also mentions “the prophets,” evidence of the high regard in which the early Christians held the Hebrew Scriptures.


  The “president” of the assembly would comment in an exhortatory style on the passages read, delivering a sermon that was practical in nature, biblically based and designed to elicit concrete change in the lives of those listening. Tertullian supplements the information Justin provides, referring to “elders” who presided over the church and who received their position because of their proven character. He also mentions the reading of “sacred texts” in worship and sermons that contained instruction, exhortation and “divine censures.”[22]


  Clement of Alexandria characterizes the early Christian teacher as “not enslaved with fear but . . . true in word, patient in labor, unwilling to lie in spoken word; thus he always accomplishes what is without sin, since a lie—inasmuch as it is spoken with a certain deceit—is not an empty word but works evil.”[23] Truth in word and life were the fundamental prerequisite for those who would teach the gathered community.


  Desert monastic teaching reinforces Clement’s point. Amma Syncletica warns, “It is dangerous for one to teach who has not been trained in the practical life. It is like someone who has an unsound house and receives guests; he will cause harm by the collapse of the dwelling. In the same way, those who have not first built themselves up destroy those who come to them. For they may summon them to salvation by their words, but by their evil conduct they injure even more those who follow them.”[24]


  Group prayer followed the president’s exhortation. It is difficult to know with certainty the exact nature of this group prayer. Was it spontaneous, similar to the relatively unstructured prayer often offered, for instance, in evangelical circles? Or was communal prayer more liturgical in nature? Tertullian lists a number of specific emphases in the church’s prayers: prayer for government officials such as the emperor; prayer for the divine preservation and maintenance of civil order; and prayer for the delay of God’s judgment on the world.[25]


  In all likelihood, the singing of hymns accompanied the prayers of the church. In his First Apology Justin comments that “We praise [the Maker of the universe] as much as we are able by the word of prayer and thanksgiving for all the things with which we are supplied . . . being thankful in word, [we] send up to him honors and hymns for our creation, all the means of health, the various qualities of the different classes of things, the changes of the seasons, while making petitions for our coming into existence again in incorruption by reason of faith in him.”[26]


  Ancient Christian worship displays a charismatic side. Tertullian specifically mentions a “sister in the congregation” who possessed “gifts of revelation.” She would experience these revelations “by ecstasy in the Spirit during the regular services of the Lord’s day in the church.” Visions could also occur at almost any other time in the service.[27]


  The Eucharist was celebrated on a weekly basis, with the serving of both bread and a mixture of wine and water. The church’s understanding of the Eucharist was “realistic” in the sense that Christians believed the wine and bread—once consecrated—were Christ’s body and blood, though the “how” of this mystery for the most part was left alone. In other places in his writings Justin describes the Eucharist as both a sacrifice and as a memorial of Christ’s body and blood.[28]


  The consecrated Eucharist was taken to believers unable to attend the weekly assembly, demonstrating the importance of the Eucharist to early Christians. This practice continues today in the Anglican, Roman Catholic and Orthodox churches.


  The early church was extremely concerned that money be handled wisely and honestly. An offering was collected weekly, with “those who have means” freely choosing the amount they would give, though all members were expected to give to the best of their ability. Justin Martyr comments: “For no one is compelled, but he contributes voluntarily.”[29] This money was then distributed to orphans, widows, the sick, prisoners, foreigners and anyone else in need of assistance.


  Nicholas Wolterstorff comments on the “nicely balanced bifocal service” of the early church between the preached word and the sacraments, a balance he feels Protestants have had a hard time maintaining. In Reformed and evangelical circles it is the weekly preaching of the Word that is prominent, with the Eucharist or Lord’s Supper more often celebrated on a monthly or quarterly basis. “The Reformed service became a preaching service—except for those four times a year when it was a Lord’s Supper service. Whereas the medievals tilted Justin’s [Martyr’s] nicely balanced bifocal service way over toward the Eucharist, the Reformed now tilt it almost all the way toward the sermon.”[30]


  The Water of Baptism


  Apart from early Gnostics, ancient Christians affirmed and celebrated the marvelous ability of matter to bear and communicate spiritual life. Clement of Alexandria observes how easily milk can be blended with water. Similarly, the milk of the Word blends naturally with the water used in baptism. They have a natural affinity for one another that God has ordained and delights in.[31]


  Early Christian teachers acknowledge that a sacramental understanding of baptism may initially be strange and improbable for some. The act of baptism appears too simple and obvious to convey such mysterious import. Its very simplicity, Tertullian believed, was a stumbling block for the human mind. Divine works should be grand, complex and mysterious. Or so it would seem. “How foolish and impossible it is to be formed anew by water!” Tertullian exclaims. How could this “material substance” merit “a position of such high dignity?”[32] Yet in the simplicity of baptism a grand effect is promised and produced by the Spirit of God, though to the naked eye all that appears to occur in baptism is a simple dipping in water “amid the utterance of some few words.”


  Tertullian sees in baptism a perfect example of what Paul means when he speaks of God confounding the wisdom of the world with divine foolishness (cf. 1 Cor. 1:27). “For if God is wise and powerful”—self-evident truths for Tertullian—“it is with good reason that He lays the material causes of His own operation in the contraries of wisdom and of power, that is, in foolishness and impossibility.”[33] Though it seems impossible for God to use something as humble and common as water in his saving acts, this is exactly what God has done and continues to do. God loves to use matter in remarkable, unexpected ways. As we have seen, the incarnation provides the fundamental paradigm for the sacramental principle.


  Ambrose, writing in the fourth century A.D., helpfully explains and develops the sacramental principle illustrated in baptism. “What did you see?” Ambrose asks those who have experienced baptism. “Water, to be sure, but not only that.” In baptism, the invisible Spirit communicates and empowers by means of the visible, divinity manifesting its presence and action through matter and in turn through matter leading the believer to adore invisible realities. Ambrose turns to Paul’s words in 2 Corinthians 4 and Romans 1 to illustrate the sacramental principle at work in baptism. “The first thing that the Apostle taught you was that we must not contemplate ‘what is visible but what is invisible, since what is visible is temporal, whereas what is invisible is eternal’ (2 Cor. 4:18). And elsewhere you read that, ‘since the creation of the world, the invisible things of God are understood by way of the things that have been made. His eternal power and also his divinity’ (Rom 1:20) are known through his works.” Jesus himself taught that “If you do not believe me, at least believe my works” (see Jn 10:38).[34]


  Thus, on the basis of the sacramental principle, Ambrose beckons the newly baptized to believe in the efficacy of what they cannot see. Though they have seen what appeared to be water, Ambrose calls believers to trust “that the Deity is present there. Do you believe in his working but not in his presence? Where would his working come from were it not preceded beforehand by his presence?”[35]


  As we explore the church fathers’ thoughts and practices concerning baptism, it should not surprise us if they find multiple meanings in baptism and numerous references to baptism in both the Old and New Testaments. It bears repeating that the fathers read the entire biblical narrative in light of its fulfillment in Christ and found predictions and types of Christ’s person, work and sacraments throughout Scripture.


  Think, for instance, of the water used in baptism.[36] We have our first references to water in the book of Genesis within the context of creation, judgment and redemption. Tertullian delights in mining these texts for information and illumination regarding baptism. In Genesis 1 water is present on the earth’s “unshaped” surface, before God furnished the earth with its unique characteristics. Water is “ancient,” older than almost every other aspect of the earth as created by God.[37]


  Water is not only ancient but honorable. It possesses a unique “dignity,” for it was on water that the Spirit rested (Gen 1:2), a biblical clue that water was “more pleasing” to the Spirit “than all the other then existing elements.” It “alone . . . supplied a worthy vehicle to God.”[38]


  Water supplies life. It is to the “waters” that God gives the command “to bring forth . . . living creatures” (see Gen 1:20 NRSV). Should it surprise us that writers such as Tertullian view the waters of baptism, then, as life-giving? The pattern fits. Creation through water—re-creation in baptism through water. The links in Tertullian’s hermeneutical chain are unmistakably coupled to the sacramental principle. Material substance, in this case water, the very substance that “governs terrestrial life,” also acts as a creative agent “in the celestial.”[39]


  Tertullian is amazed at how often water is mentioned in the scriptural narratives as a sign of the judgment of sin, cleansing from sin and deliverance from its power. At Christ’s baptism the Spirit descended on him in the form of a dove. This dove draws Tertullian’s mind to the time of Noah and the judgment of the flood (Gen 8:8-12; cf. 1 Pet 3:20-21). The flood’s waters in the days of Noah “purged” the earth of sin—a baptism of sorts in Tertullian’s thinking. So the return of a dove to the ark “announced to the world the assuagement of divine wrath, when she had been sent out of the ark and returned with the olive branch.” In like manner, according to what Tertullian calls the “law of heavenly effect,” the dove of the Holy Spirit descends to the earth of human flesh as the believer rises from the baptismal font, “bringing us the peace of God, sent out from the heavens,” the celestial home of the church, typified by Noah’s ark itself.[40]


  Other fathers saw Israel’s crossing of the Jordan under the leadership of Joshua as a type of baptism; just as Israel spent many years in the wilderness traveling toward the land promised to Abraham, so it was not uncommon for catechumens (those being instructed for baptism) to receive up to three years of instruction before their baptism. The crossing of the Jordan pointed to the true “completion of the catechumenate by the mystery of baptism.”[41]


  Other redemptive deliverances through water come to Tertullian’s mind as he ruminates on Scripture. At the waters of the Red Sea, Israel is delivered from Pharaoh. Similarly, the waters of baptism defeat the world and the devil.[42] By the power of God, Moses’ wooden staff, a “tree” of sorts, removed the bitterness from the waters of Marah and restored them to their “native grace of ‘sweetness’ ” (see Ex 15:24-25). Likewise, Christ’s tree—the cross—has healed “the veins of envenomed and bitter nature into the all-saving waters of baptism. This is the water that flowed continuously down for the people from the ‘accompanying rock,’ ” identified by Paul as Christ (1 Cor 10:4).[43]


  Tertullian is especially struck by how often water is connected with key events from Christ’s own life. Christ is baptized in water by John (Mt 3:13-17), changes water into wine at a wedding at Cana of Galilee (Jn 2:1-11), invites all who are thirsty to drink of the living water he offers (Jn 7:37-38), commends anyone who is willing to offer a cup of cold water to a disciple in need (Mt 10:42), recovers his strength at a Samaritan well (Jn 4:6), walks on water (Mt 14:25) and washes the disciples’ feet (Jn 13:1-12).


  In addition, at least two key events of Christ’s passion concern water: Pilate washes his hands with water after surrendering Christ to the cross (Mt 27:24), and blood and water pour from Christ’s pierced side (Jn 19:34). “How many,” Tertullian exclaims, “are the pleas of nature, how many the privileges of grace, how many the solemnities of discipline, the figures, the preparations, the prayers, which have ordained the sanctity of water?”[44]


  The blood and water that flowed from Christ’s wounded side drew the attention of many church fathers and were occasionally connected in patristic thinking to the Genesis account of Adam and Eve’s creation by God and subsequent fall into sin. Many church fathers view the church, composed of all who are baptized into Christ, as the new Eve. The first Eve, created from Adam’s rib, sinned. The second Eve—the church—is created from Christ’s pierced side, from the water (baptism) and blood (the Eucharist) that flowed from Christ’s body.[45] Origen comments: “For the thirsty he sends a spring of living water from the wound which the spear opened in his side. . . . From the wound in Christ’s side has come forth the Church, and he has made her his Bride.”[46]


  A cluster of significant themes express the fathers’ views on baptism and baptism’s implications for Christian faith and living, some reflected in Tertullian’s treatise.


  In baptism we die with Christ and are resurrected with Christ. An ancient prayer of the church captures well the mystery of our death and resurrection with Christ. As the rite of baptism begins, the presiding priest prays that the water to be used in the baptism be sanctified, or set apart, by the Holy Spirit to bring both death and life: “Sanctify this water, that those who are baptized in it may be crucified with Christ, die with him, be buried with him, and rise again through adoption.”[47] Basil writes: “How then do we enter into the likeness of his death? By being buried with him in baptism. There is only one death and only one resurrection, of which baptism is the figure . . . the water being the likeness of death and the Spirit imparting life.”[48]


  Baptism’s waters are pictured by the fathers as a means of capital punishment, a tomb, and a womb; the transformation from tomb to womb is solely based on Christ’s resurrection.[49] First, we must die and be buried. Yet death is not the last word. Just as the Spirit of God hovered over the primeval waters in the Genesis account of creation, birthing life and order out of chaos, so the Holy Spirit hovers over the waters of baptism, impregnating them with divine, “maternal” life. This time the Spirit’s work is “recreation.”[50] As Basil expresses it, the sanctified, sacramental water is infused with life by the Spirit, renewing the lives of the baptized to “the state of original life.” In baptism, the great story of God’s purposes for creation is renewed for each new Christian. It is in baptism, and the union with Christ that baptism offers, that the ancient story of sin and death ends and God’s new story of re-creation is birthed sacramentally as the believer is joined to Christ in his death and resurrection.[51]


  Tertullian is less concerned about the type of water used in baptism—cold, running, calm, warm—than the key role the Holy Spirit plays in the sacrament of baptism.[52] It was the Holy Spirit, rather than the water itself, who created the water’s “sacramental power of sanctification.” “It makes no difference whether a man is washed in a sea or a pool, a stream or a fountain, a lake or a trough. . . . All waters . . . attain the sacramental power of sanctification. For the Spirit immediately supervenes from the heavens and rests over the waters, sanctifying them through Himself. And being thus sanctified, they acquire at the same time the power of sanctifying.”[53]


  The Spirit touches the created matter of water and divine life is communicated to it. In turn, as a person enters into the waters of baptism, life is communicated to her. Why? How? Because Father, Son and Holy Spirit have promised to be present sacramentally in this particular place at this particular time. “For if ‘in the mouth of three witnesses every word shall stand’ [cf. Dt. 19:15, Matt. 18:16, 2 Cor. 13:1]—while, through the benediction, we have the same (three) as witnesses of our faith whom we have as sureties of our salvation too—how much more does the number of the divine names suffice for the assurance similarly of our hope!”[54]


  The person choosing to be baptized is openly, publicly trusting in God’s promise. Though it is incredible—indeed, seemingly impossible—that something as simple and unpretentious as words of invocation over water could produce such a remarkable effect as salvation, Tertullian delights in the mystery and wonder of the connection between the spiritual and the material. Tertullian is not thinking magically, as though it is simply the incantation of words that produces the sacramental nature of the water. No, he is referring to God’s promise and commitment to save and deliver those who have faith that God’s Spirit has sanctified baptism’s water for a special purpose and promised to meet them there, in this particular substance and place.


  The same sacramental principle applies to other “matter” used in the rite of baptism. Consider, for example, the ointment or oil used to anoint the newly baptized. Once the presence and action of the Holy Spirit have been invoked over this ointment, its nature changes. Cyril of Jerusalem sees the sacramental principle at work in this change.


  Beware of supposing that this is merely ointment. For as the bread of the Eucharist, after the invocation of the Holy Spirit, is no longer simply bread, but the Body of Christ; so also this holy ointment is no longer merely ointment, not what one might call ordinary ointment, after the invocation; it is the gift of Christ, and by the presence of the Holy Spirit it conveys the power of his divinity. It is applied symbolically to the forehead and the other organs of sense; and while the body is anointed with the visible ointment, the soul is sanctified by the holy and life-giving Spirit.[55]


  In his discussion of the chrism, or anointing that follows baptism, Tertullian emphasizes the connection between actions under the old covenant and the sacramental realities of the new covenant. He points to the similarity between the chrism and the anointing of priests with oil under the old covenant. In both cases matter is set apart for a special spiritual purpose, communicating rather than simply symbolizing a spiritual reality. “When we come from the font, we are thoroughly anointed with a blessed unction [i.e., oil]. This practice comes from the old discipline, where on entering the priesthood, men used to be anointed with oil from a horn. . . . In our case, the oil runs physically, but it profits us spiritually. It is similar to the act of baptism itself, which is also physical—in that we are plunged in water. Yet, its effect is spiritual, in that we are freed from sins.”[56]


  Not only does anointing remind Tertullian of previous old covenant practices, but the subsequent laying on of hands and prayers of the baptismal service remind Tertullian of key old covenant types and “sacramental” rites that pointed to Christ and find their fulfillment in him. Jacob, for example, laid his hands on the heads of both Ephraim and Manasseh as he blessed them. When Jacob did so, though, he crossed his arms (Gen 48:12-14). Tertullian believes the Old Testament narrative draws the discerning reader to think of Christ, “with his hands laid on them and interchanged, and indeed so transversely slanted one over the other, that, by delineating Christ, they even portended the future benediction of Christ.”[57]


  Tertullian realizes that a perceptive reader will wonder about the situation of believers who lived before the time of Christ. People such as Abraham surely believed in the promises of God under the old covenant and yet were never baptized. What of folk such as Abraham? Does Abraham’s great faith—though Abraham was never baptized—undercut the importance of baptism in the church? Tertullian responds with a strong no, and lays out a fundamental principle for understanding the relationship between events, people and principles of the old covenant and those present and operative under the new. He writes, “in all cases it is the later things that have a conclusive force, and the subsequent that prevail over the antecedent.”[58]


  Before the “passion and resurrection” of Christ believers such as Abraham were saved through the exercise of “bare faith.” In light of Christ’s coming, however, “faith has been enlarged.” Christian faith, a faith in continuity with Abraham’s faith in the promises of God to him, “believes in [Christ’s] nativity, passion, and resurrection.” The birth, ministry, cross and resurrection of Christ have amplified, as it were, the sacrament. “The sealing act of baptism,” has become, in Tertullian’s understanding, “the clothing, in some sense, of the faith that before was bare.”[59] The connection between baptism, the cross and the resurrection of Christ in patristic thought surely deserves a closer look on our part.


  Baptism, the Cross and the Resurrection


  Very early Christian writings link trust in the cross of Christ to the act of baptism. The Epistle of Barnabas specifically investigates “whether the Lord took care to foreshadow the water and the cross.” Among other Scriptures, this ancient epistle points to Psalm 1.[60]


  The psalmist speaks of “a tree planted by streams of water, which yields its fruit in its season and whose leaf does not wither” (Ps 1:3). Here, Barnabas believes, we encounter a metaphor of baptism and the cross. “Notice how he pointed out the water and the cross together. For this is what he means: blessed are those who, having set their hope on the cross, descended into the water, because he speaks of the reward ‘in its season’; at that time, he means, I will repay. But for now what does he say? ‘The leaves will not wither.’ By this he means that every word that comes forth from your mouth in faith and love will bring conversion and hope to many.”[61] In what may be a veiled reference to Ezekiel 47:1-12, Barnabas mentions “ ‘a river flowing on the right hand, and beautiful trees were rising from it, and whoever eats from them will live forever.’ By this he means that while we descend into the water laden with sins and dirt, we rise up bearing fruit in our heart and with fear and hope in Jesus in our spirits.”[62]


  Perhaps some readers are rolling their eyes over Barnabas’s imaginative, christological interpretation. A tree is a tree. Period. A river is a river. We can gain spiritual insight from Psalm 1 without engaging in these hermeneutical flights of fancy. Fine. A fair enough response, though perhaps a bit heated. These readers should understand, though, that their point of view, one that would limit the meaning of Psalm 1 or other Old Testament literature to its own age—with applications then made to a twenty-first century context—is not the majority view in the history of biblical interpretation.


  Patrick Henry Reardon, an Orthodox pastor of All Saints Antiochian Orthodox Church in Chicago, well represents the ancient perspective in a modern context. For instance, Psalm 1 begins with “Blessed is the man . . . [whose] delight is in the law of the LORD” (Ps 1:1-2). Is this reference to a “man” in the time of David limited only to those living in David’s time—perhaps with an application we can make to our own—or might the text be referring to a greater man, one even greater than David?


  Reardon observes that the words translated “man” in Psalm 1—the Hebrew ʾîš, Greek anēr, and Latin vir—are all “emphatically masculine,” singular nouns. They have a deeper significance than simply “human being.” “The ‘man’ of reference here is a particular man. According to the Fathers of the Church, he is the one mediator between God and man, the Man Jesus Christ. The Law of the Lord, which is to be our delight and meditation day and night, finds its meaning only in Him. Christ is the one who fulfills it, and He is the key to its understanding.”[63] Here we have an interpretation that respects the Old Testament itself while also interpreting the Hebrew Scripture through the culmination and consummation of the biblical narrative in Jesus Christ. Reardon, like the church fathers, is right to see Psalms, and the Old Testament as a whole, as chock full of references to Christ’s person and work, texts often highlighting old covenant textual clues to the cross and resurrection.


  Ignatius of Antioch speaks movingly of the cross in his letter to the Ephesians and portrays the waters of baptism as communicating to the believer the cleansing effect of Christ’s death. The Ephesians, Ignatius writes, have received “new life through the blood of God.”[64] They are “stones of a temple, prepared beforehand for the building of God the Father, hoisted up to the heights by the crane of Jesus Christ, which is the cross, using as a rope the Holy Spirit; your faith is what lifts you up, and love is the way that leads up to God.”[65]


  In a manner similar to what we have already seen in Tertullian, Ignatius acknowledges the seeming foolishness of the cross and the faith that believes the cross’s benefits are communicated to the believer in baptism. “My spirit is a humble sacrifice for the cross, which is a stumbling block to unbelievers, but salvation and eternal life to us. ‘Where is the wise? Where is the debater?’ (cf. 1 Cor 1:20) Where is the boasting of those who are thought to be intelligent? For our God, Jesus the Christ, was conceived by Mary according to God’s plan, both from the seed of David and of the Holy Spirit. He was born and baptized in order that by his suffering he might cleanse the water.”[66]
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